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THE UNIVERSITY OF SAN FRANCISCO 
Dissertation Abstract 
 
PREDICTORS OF HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATION IN FOSTER YOUTH 
 
 Academic achievement in foster youth can be influenced by factors related to the 
foster care experience. The purpose of this study was to determine if gender, ethnicity, 
time in placement, type of placement, number of placements, and special education status 
could predict high school graduation in foster youth. To conduct the study a group of 
foster youth that graduated from high school (n=390) was compared to a group of foster 
youth that did not graduate from high school (n-400). Sample data were fit to a logistic 
regression prediction model on the independent variables of gender, ethnicity, time in 
placement, type of placement, number of placements, and special education status against 
the dependent variable of high school graduation.  
 Results indicated that the predicted logit of (GRADUATE) =-1.5682+ 
(0.3321)*FEMALE+ (0.4641)*ETHNOTHR+(-0. 4936)*ENTRY2+ (1.0464)*TYPE3+ 
(0.8549)*TYPE4+(1.0798)*TIME10>+ (0.3485)*PLACE7>.  (1) Females were 1.3814 
times more likely to graduate from high school than males. (2) Non Hispanics were 
1.5906 times more likely to graduate than Hispanics. (3) Children who entered care at age 
12 to 15 were .6105 times less likely to graduate than children who entered care at other 
ages. (4) Foster youth who were in care for less than 10 years were 2.9401 times more 
likely to graduate than youth who were in care for more than ten. (5) Foster youth in 
foster family agency homes were 2.8474 times more likely to graduate than foster youth 
in other placement types. Foster youth in relative homes were 2.3510 times more likely to 
graduate than foster youth in other types of placements. (6) Foster youth who had seven 
 iii 
 
placements or less were 1.4169 times more likely to graduate than foster youth with more 
than seven placements. (7) Special education service was not a significant predictor of 
high school graduation at the .05 significance level. Conclusions indicate that the 
variables studied have a measurable effect on the odds of foster youths graduating from 
high school. An analysis of the prediction model developed in this study reveals the 
degree to which these variables function as risk to academic achievement as measured by 
high school graduation. 
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CHAPTER I 
Statement of the Problem 
 Youth in foster care experience many difficulties that impact high school 
graduation prior to leaving the foster care system. In 1985, approximately 276,000 
children were in foster care nationally. Over the next 20 years that number has doubled to 
more than 523,000 (AFCARS, 2006). This represents close to 1% of all children in the 
United States. Each year over 21,000 youth emancipate from the foster care system 
through high school graduation, or “aging out” of the system (U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services, 2005). According to Harris-Sims (2006, p. 6) emancipation refers 
to “the process by which the foster youth is released from dependency status of the state 
funded child welfare system due to court proceeding. Depending on the state, this action 
occurs between ages 18-21.”  
 For children who leave the system, most of the institutional supports that were 
provided to them as minors are not extended to them as adults.  Blome (1997, p. 42)  
finds it a “curious reality” that these youth who have suffered abuse and neglect and who 
have had difficulties developing nurturing, consistent and permanent adult relationships, 
would be expected to be self-sufficient at an age where most youth are still receiving 
support from parents and family. Many of the experiences of foster care have an effect on 
the educational performance of foster youth. Altshuler (2003) argues that educational 
deficits accrued while a child is in foster care have a direct relationship to deficits in adult 
life. Issues such as stable employment, housing, and overall self-sufficiency are greatly 
affected by high school graduation status. 
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 Adult outcomes of former foster youth have been examined in some studies. In 
2005, Courtney et al., conducted the Midwestern evaluation of the adult functioning of 
former foster youth (N=603). This longitudinal study examined former foster youth in 
Illinois, Iowa, and Wisconsin as they exited the child welfare system and experienced the 
transition process to independence and adulthood. Former foster youth who had not 
graduated from high school were at significantly higher risk of being unemployed, 
underemployed, receiving government benefits, and having a high level of criminal 
justice involvement.  According to a report prepared by the Children’s Law Center of Los 
Angeles, within two to four years of emancipating from the foster care system, 51% of 
former foster youth were unemployed, 40% of former foster youth were either on public 
assistance or incarcerated, and 25% of former foster youth were homeless (Casey Family 
Programs, 2003). 
 Foster care youth typically do not perform well in school. Seventy-five percent of 
children in foster care perform below grade level, and 50% have been retained at least 
one grade level (Parrish et al., 2001). Foster care children have higher rates of 
absenteeism, disciplinary referrals, and mid-school changes than non-foster youth 
(Altshuler, 2003). Many times, absenteeism is linked to social work and court related 
activities. Behavior that leads to disciplinary referrals can also be related to the trauma of 
being removed from home. A change in residential placement often leads to a change in 
schools which also has a detrimental effect on educational performance.  In California, 
foster care children attend an average of nine different schools by the age of 18 (Kelly, 
2000).  
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 High school graduation is the primary academic outcome for foster youth who 
have emancipated from the foster care system (Geenen & Powers, 2006; Merdinger, 
Hines, Lemon, Osterling, & Wyatt, 2005).  Even after leaving the foster care system 
through emancipation, 39% of California foster youth had not completed high school or 
its equivalent (Needell et al., 2010). Burley and Halpern (2001) conducted a statewide 
analysis of achievement and graduation outcomes for foster youth in the state of 
Washington. Results indicated that youth in foster care were 57% less likely to graduate 
from high school as compared with their non-foster care peers. Although there are no 
national figures, studies estimate that between 37% and 80% of foster care children do 
not complete high school even after exiting the foster care system (Casey Family 
Programs, 2001).   
 Graduation rates for foster youth are affected by barriers to achievement. These 
barriers include placement instability, inadequate school programs, multiple school 
transfers and gaps in enrollment, difficulties in accumulating and calculating school 
credits, delays in transferring school records, and difficulties in screening and evaluation 
for special education programs (Altshuler, 1997; Parrish et al., 2001; Weinburg, Zetlin, & 
Shea, 2003; Zetlin, Weinburg, & Kimm, 2004).  Placement instability has the effect of 
creating disrupted social support systems since many of these support systems are 
connected to the school environment. Foster youth’s academic attainment is also affected 
by negative reactions by teachers and other students to foster care students and 
adversarial relationships between educational and social welfare agencies (Altshuler, 
2003). Once children are labeled as “in foster care” they are immediately stigmatized to 
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have behavior problems, be delinquents, or have academically deficits. These children are 
often viewed as the problem instead of the circumstances that placed them in foster care. 
 According to Merdinger et al. (2005), there are many educational risk factors 
associated with the foster care experience. Risk factors associated with poor educational 
outcomes for foster youth include maltreatment, low educational expectations from 
caregivers, poor quality of some group home education and “on-site” schools, lack of 
educational assistance or college preparation classes and advising, placement in 
restrictive settings, multiple home placements with school changes, and inconsistent 
social support (Collins, 2001; Courtney et al., 2001; Mech & Fung, 1999). These multiple 
risks to academic achievement for foster youth imply that the experiences of foster care 
be viewed in a broader context in relationship to educational achievement. Rosenfeld and 
Richman (2003) assert that regardless of any risk factors that a foster care child may 
have, the very condition of being in an out-of-home placement constitutes a major risk 
factor in itself that warrants additional educational support. 
 Special education needs and placement has been identified as a major risk to 
academic achievement for foster youth (Altshuler, 1997; Hunt & Marshal, 2002; 
Palladino, 2006; Pecora et al. 2006; Parrish et al. 2001; Shin, 2003; Zetlin & Shea, 2003; 
Zetlin, Weinburg, & Kim, 2004; Zetlin, Weinburg, & Shea, 2006). In a study comparing 
the educational performance of foster and non foster youth, Geenen and Powers (2006) 
found that foster youth with disabilities had lower GPA’s, lower scores on state testing, 
earned fewer credits towards graduation, and had more foster home placements than non-
disabled foster youth. Placement instability for foster youth with special needs has the 
effect of creating gaps and lags between identification and implementation of services, 
5 
 
 
particularly when a student is transferred to a different school district. Many times critical 
paperwork including Individualized Education Plans, psychological evaluations, and 
other documents that determine services do not arrive with the student when transferred 
to a new school.  
 Academic risks that foster children face account for one piece of a complex 
phenomenon. There is no single cause to explain the low educational attainment and 
graduation rates for foster youth. Burley and Halpurn (2001) argue that the phenomena of 
educational attainment for foster youth are comprised of many interrelated factors that 
can have an influence on a child’s academic performance. These factors include pre-care 
experiences related to abuse and neglect, emotional/behavioral issues, and poverty. Once 
a child is removed from the home of the biological parents, an additional set of 
institutional factors related to the foster care experience come into play. These 
experiences of foster care were exemplified in the story of Karen, a pseudonym used for a 
participant in a case study of former foster youth’s academic success conducted by 
Stokes; 
 For the first two years of her foster care experience, Karen’s life had become a 
 whirlwind filled with social workers, case managers, therapists, and foster homes. 
 The social support systems necessary to help her achieve both psychological and 
 educational stability were destroyed for Karen beginning with the physical, 
 sexual, and emotional abuse inflicted by her biological mother, to the sexual  
 and psychological abuse inflicted while in foster care. As Karen stated 
 throughout her interviews, these multiple forms of abuse had a tremendous 
 impact on her academic performance as well as her social and emotional 
 development. (Stokes, 2004, p. 159)    
 
 Karen’s story typifies the complex dynamics and interrelated factors involved 
with children who enter the foster care system. In a study of the experiences of former 
foster youth while they were in care and as young adults, Jones and Moses (1984, p. 16) 
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identified what they called “the five dimensions of foster care.” These dimensions were 
viewed as the variables or factors that directly related to the institutional aspects of the 
foster care experience. The dimensions of foster care are: (a) the child’s age when 
entering care, (b) their age when exiting care, (c) the number of years in care, (d) the 
number of placements (residential) experienced while in care, and (e) the type of 
placement (e.g., kinship, foster home, group home or institutional) while in care. The 
Jones and Moses (1984) study was the first in which the institutional variables of entry 
age, exit age, time in care, number of placements and type of placement were 
operationalized as the “dimensions of foster care.” The variables identified by Jones and 
Moses capture the institutional aspects of the foster care experience. 
 The first major dimension of the foster care experience is how long a child is 
placed in foster care. The condition of being in care is also known as out-of-home 
placement for children removed from the home of the biological parents. Approximately 
50% of the children placed in foster care each year stay in care for less than one year 
(Pecora et al., 2006).  For the half of children that remain in foster care for more than one 
year, the average stay is two years with 20% remaining in care beyond three years (U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services, 2005). Jones and Moses (1984) discovered 
statistically significant academic achievement differences with children who were placed 
in foster family homes spending more time in care than children placed in group homes 
or institutions. Additionally, children who entered the foster care system earlier in life 
had longer stays in the system than children who entered as young adolescents. Burley 
and Halpurn (2001) found no statistically significant differences in educational 
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attainment based on length of stay in foster care with youth in short term care 
experiencing similar educational deficits as youth in long term care. 
 The second major dimension of the foster care experience is the type of placement 
a child is placed in. When a child is removed from the home of the biological parents, 
caseworkers must match a child’s residential placement to best meet what that particular 
child needs. These placements can be in an independent living arrangement, the home of 
a parent, the home of a relative, a regular foster home, a specialized foster home, a group 
home, a shelter, a residential institution, a medical hospital, a psychiatric facility, a 
detention facility, or a correctional facility (Hawkins, Almeida, Fabry, & Reitz, 1992). 
Although the Adoption Assistance and Child Welfare Act of 1980 (PL 96-222) mandates 
that a foster child be placed in the “least restrictive placement”  and “in a setting as close 
in proximity to the parent’s home as possible”, most foster care placements are driven by 
the availability of an appropriate placement with proximity to the parent being a 
secondary concern.  
 Mech and Fung (1999) examined foster care placement in terms of educational 
achievement for foster youth.  Less restrictive placements such as foster and group homes 
were associated with higher scores in educational achievement while more restrictive 
placements such as residential institutions and correctional facilities were associated with 
lower scores in educational achievement. Foster youth in less restrictive placements may 
have a greater ability to establish and maintain the support systems critical to academic 
achievement as identified by Rosenfeld and Richmond (2003). This idea is supported by 
the views of former foster youth themselves. In a study conducted by Wedeven et al. 
(1997),  over half (53%) of the former foster youth surveyed reported that having a good 
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placement with a foster family, a sense of belonging, or a good relationship with a foster 
parent was their most positive experience while in foster care.  
 The third major dimension of the foster care experience is the number of times a 
child is moved from one placement to another. Research conducted over the past 20 years 
has consistently indicated a strong association between frequent residential placement 
changes in foster care and poor educational outcomes (Barth, 1990; Fanshel, Finch, & 
Grundy, 1990; Mc Millen & Tucker, 1999; Pecora et al., 2006; Rubin, O’Reilly, Luan, & 
Localio, 2007; Zimmerman, 1982). Youth who had fewer residential moves were more 
likely to have success in school (Mech & Fung, 1999; Zimmerman, 1982). Geenen and 
Powers (2006) found that the number of foster care placements was negatively correlated 
with GPA (r= -.14, p ≤ .05) and positively correlated with proficiency level on state 
testing (r= .23, p≤ .05) in a comparison study of foster and non foster youth. Although the 
correlations produced by the Geenen and Powers study were weak, they still imply a 
relationship between placement and academic performance. Pecora et al. (2006) found 
that positive placement history (e.g., fewer placements) significantly reduced negative 
educational outcomes in foster youth. 
 The fourth and fifth dimensions of foster care relate to the age when a child enters 
care and the age when they exit care. Although entry and exit age data has been collected 
and reported as descriptive statistics, no definitive correlations have been found between 
entry or exit ages and academic achievement. In the current study entry age was 
examined as a predictor variable. Exit age was used to determine time in placement 
which was another predictor variable in the study. 
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 The research related to time in placement, type of placement and number of 
placements has been the impetus for a movement in child welfare services to embrace the 
concept of “placement stability.” In the past, most of the placement decisions made by 
caseworkers were predicated by the availability of a suitable placement for a child 
without consideration for the child’s school or social attachments. Additionally, foster 
home and group home providers have the ability to end a child’s placement in a short 
period of time which places the caseworker in the position of having to find another 
suitable placement with a level of urgency that many times does not allow the 
consideration of maintaining school or social attachments. Ruben et al. (2007) found that 
although placement stability was a predictor of behavioral well-being for foster youth, 
children who were at highest risk for placement instability were more likely to have 
entered the child welfare system with emotional and behavioral problems that contributed 
to their placement instability.  
 Residential placement instability results in constant school transfers for school 
age foster youth. According to Zetlin, Weinburg, and Shea (2006), this constant 
movement places both school and caregiver support providers in the position of not 
knowing students’ academic strengths and weaknesses. In the words of a participant of a 
study conducted by Zetlin et al. (2006), “there just is not the opportunity for the teachers 
and the caretakers to even become familiar with what the kids know and don’t know 
because they have moved again.” (p. 168).  
 Foster youths expressed difficulties in developing social supports due to frequent 
school changes in a study by Altshuler (2003).  Many identified the importance of school 
stability and the need to have a supportive person in the school system as necessary for 
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academic success. Merdinger, Hines, Osterling, and Wyatt (2005) theorized that a major 
factor of the educational successes in a group of former foster youth in college that they 
studied came from the strength of their social support. In the Merdinger (2005) study, 
87% of the participants said they had someone they could ask if they needed help or 
advice, and 60% said that 60% of their friends included people they knew from foster 
care. Some foster youth (19%) reported that the most negative experiences they had in 
foster care were related to having to leave or change foster families or having difficulties 
adjusting to new foster families (Wedeven, Pecora, Hurwitz, Howell, & Newell, 1997). 
 Given the myriad of potential risks for academic failure of foster care students the 
fact that some of these students can overcome those risks and succeed in graduating from 
high school presents a little studied area of educational and social welfare research. 
Although there is a substantial body of research related to educational experiences and 
attainment for student in foster care, very few studies address high school graduation as 
an academic achievement indicator. No studies have been identified that predict high 
school graduation in foster youth based on variables related to the foster care experience. 
The current study examined the independent variables of gender, ethnicity, entry age to 
foster care, time in placement, type of placement at case closing, number of placements, 
and special education status to determine if they could predict high school graduation in 
foster youth. 
 This study was grounded in the theoretical construct of academic resiliency and 
the Academic Resiliency Cycle theory proposed by Morales (2008). Morales theorized 
that the key for students at high risk of academic failure to succeed was their ability to 
identify their academic risk and develop support structures to mitigate those risks. In the 
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current study time in placement, type of placement, number of placements, entry age, and 
special education status were examined in the context of their effect on developing and 
maintaining the social supports necessary for academic success as measured by high 
school graduation. The primary spoke in the academic resiliency theory that relates to the 
foster care variables in this study is spoke two “seeking and acquiring protective factors.” 
According to Morales (2008) seeking and acquiring protective factors is a key element in 
being academically resilient. The amount of time that a student spends in foster care 
could have an impact on developing protective factors. For example, a student in foster 
care for a short period of time may be more successful in re-establishing academic 
support mechanisms disrupted by foster care placement. The number of placements a 
student experiences could also have an impact on seeking out and maintaining academic 
protective factors. This impact is related to frequent placement moves in which a child 
must adjust to a new school environment along with a new foster home placement. The 
type of placement a student is in could also have an impact on seeking out academic 
support structures. More restrictive placements such as group homes may present barriers 
to developing and maintaining academic support structures that may not exist in a 
placement in a relative home where the support structures may be minimally disrupted. 
The age when a child enters foster care could also have an effect on developing academic 
protective factors. For children entering foster care as teenagers, many of the social 
supports they developed in their pre-foster care lives may be easily maintained through 
social media and the internet.   
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Purpose of the Study 
 The purpose of this study was to determine whether high school graduation could 
be predicted based on variables related to the experiences of foster care including special 
education status. The study was conducted through a case analysis of 790 closed cases 
from the Department of Children and Family Services Los Angeles County, California 
Child Welfare Services Case Management System (CMS/CWS). In conducting this 
study, a group of foster youth high school graduates (n=390) and a group of foster youth 
non-high school graduates (n=400) were selected to examine similarities and differences 
between groups on the independent study variables of gender, ethnicity, time in 
placement, type of placement (at exit), number of placements, age at entry to foster care 
and special education status were explored with high school graduation as the criterion 
variable. A logistic regression model was built using the independent study variables to 
determine if any or all of them could predict the odds of high school graduation in foster 
youth. 
 There were four primary aims in conducting this study.  The first was to identify 
institutional and background predictors of high school graduation in the foster youth 
population. The second was to provide data that can inform social work practice in terms 
of the decisions that social workers make about the time in placement, type of placement, 
and number of placements for children on their caseloads in relationship to academic 
achievement. The third was to determine the impact of special education status on 
predicting high school graduation in the foster youth population. The fourth was to gain a 
better understanding of academic resiliency in foster youth through a clearer 
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understanding of the relationship between graduation and the variables related to the 
foster care experience.  
 In terms of outcomes, this study was expected to confirm the negative relationship 
between placement disruption and academic achievement as identified in previous studies 
(Altshuler, 1997; Courtney et al., 2001; Mech & Fung, 1999; Shin, 2003). Receiving 
special education services was also expected to be a significant predictor of high school 
non-graduation. Lower odds of graduation because of receiving special education 
services would support the findings of Geenen and Powers (2006) in terms of the 
differences in academic achievement between general education foster youth and special 
education foster youth. The study was also expected to support the academic resiliency 
theory (Morales, 2008) in terms of the positive effect of placement stability on a foster 
youth’s ability to seek out and acquire protective factors such as the social support 
necessary for academic achievement as identified by Rosenfeld and Richmond (2003). 
Significance of the Study 
 There is a dire need for more educational and research specifically related to 
understanding the complex dynamics of low high school graduation rates for students in 
foster care. Merdinger et al. (2005) argues that program and service delivery to present 
and past foster youth can be improved by a better understanding of variables related to 
their educational achievement.  Geenen and Powers (2006) assert that researchers 
examining the educational performance of youths in foster care should identify which of 
those youth receive special education services.  
 Theoretically, one of the criticisms of resiliency research is founded in the use of 
academic achievement measures such as grades and standardized achievement test scores 
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in identifying resiliency in students (Waxman, Gray, & Padron, 2003). Much of this 
criticism is based on the fact that standardized test scores and grades may not accurately 
reflect a student’s overall achievement.  According to Geenen and Powers (2006), the 
primary research exploring resilience in foster youth has revealed that academic 
achievement is one of the best predictors of positive adult outcomes. Geenen and Powers 
also assert that high school graduation is one of the best predictors of educational 
achievement in foster youth.  
 In the current study, overall achievement was indicated by high school graduation 
status. Academic resiliency researchers have also argued the need for a quantitative 
approach to understanding the risk and protective factors related to academic 
achievement (Luthar, Cicchetti, & Becker, 2007; Morales, 2008). Morales also asserts 
that to gain insight into the phenomena of academic resiliency, future research needs to 
be conducted to specifically examine the statistical significance of risk and protective 
variables related to student achievement. Additionally, high school graduation for foster 
youth can be best understood in the context of resiliency.  
 In March 2010, President Barack Obama announced his administration’s policies 
on the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA). One of 
the key provisions in that reauthorization was to make the overall goal on-time high 
school graduation and career readiness by 2020 (Cohen, 2010). Prior to these reforms, the 
overall goal in No Child Left Behind was for all students to have “proficient” scores or 
higher on state reading and math test by 2014. With the reauthorization states and school 
districts are mandated to collect and publish data on overall student achievement as 
measured by high school graduation rates as the primary achievement measure. Before 
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this policy shift NCLB only required schools to meet adequate yearly progress (AYP) as 
defined by each individual state. In some previous studies of foster youth and academic 
achievement, high school graduation was anticipated or self reported-neither of which is 
as reliable as the verification criteria used in the current study.  
 This study is unique in two ways. First, the Obama administration’s policy of 
using high school graduation as the overall achievement measure places the current study 
as one of the first since the policy implementation to use high school graduation as the 
achievement measure. Second, since the graduate cohort in the current study are students 
who’s graduation status has been verified by their high school counselor, the measure of 
high school graduation is highly reliable. 
 The study was significant in two important ways. First, it determined if variables 
related to the foster care experience could predict high school graduation for foster youth.  
Identifying predictors of high school graduation for foster youth will assist in improving 
foster care institutional practices. The second area of significance is related to the 
identification of special education foster youth. Through examining the relationship 
between special education status and high school graduation for foster youth, important 
information was gained about the relationships between the foster care experience, 
special education and high school graduation. This is particularly important for social 
workers when making placement decisions for students with special needs.  
Theoretical Rationale 
 The theory that provides an appropriate context for examining variables related to 
high school graduation outcomes for students in foster care is the academic resilience 
cycle (Morales, 2008). The theoretical construct of resilience evolved from studies 
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related to three distinct areas of psychological research. These areas relate to individual 
differences in relationship to the recovery from trauma, the ability to adapt to stressful 
experiences, and the ability of people from high risk groups to obtain better outcomes 
than would normally be expected from members of those groups (Waxman, Gray, & 
Padron, 2007). High risk groups are typified in relationship to poverty, family 
background, and abuse.  
 Although the definition of resilience has evolved over time, generally resilience 
refers to “a dynamic process encompassing positive adaptation within the context of 
significant adversity” (Luthar, 2007, p. 1).  The process of resilience presupposes that to 
demonstrate resilient traits there must be an exposure to significant threat or adversity 
and the achievement of positive adaptation despite major assaults on the developmental 
process (Garmezy, 1990; Luthar & Zigler, 1991; Masten, Best, & Garmezy, 1990; Rutter, 
1990; Werner & Smith, 1977, 1982, 1992). For example, in the Werner and Smith (1977) 
study significant adversity, related to perinatal stress, parental psychopathology, poverty, 
and disruptions of the family unit. In the same study, positive adaptation was exemplified 
as relationships with spouse, mate and/or offspring, overall satisfaction an individual 
expressed with his or her present state in life, relationships with parents, peers and 
siblings, and achievements at school or at work.  
 In their seminal resiliency study Werner and Smith (1977) examined 201 children 
designated as high-risk periodically over a 15 year span to identify protective attributes 
that supported resilience. Results of the study suggested that the dispositional attributes 
of the individual, affectional ties with the family, and external support systems within the 
environment emerged as the variables most closely related to success in adult life. 
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Children designated as resilient displayed various dispositional attributes in their 
development from childhood to adulthood such as self-help skills, good problem solving 
skills, communication skills, high internal locus of control, an achievement-oriented 
attitude and positive self-esteem. They also had a strong ability to identify and utilize 
sources of support within their environment (Werner & Smith, 1997). 
 The evolution of resiliency research led some researchers to focus on resiliency in 
the context of education. This evolution led to the emergence of the construct of 
academic resilience and the academic resiliency cycle (Morales, 2008). Academic 
resilience has been defined as “the phenomenon of statistically unlikely academic 
achievement among marginalized and disenfranchised students” (Morales, p. 23). In the 
Morales construct, a student is envisioned as a wheel with a hub and five spokes 
extending from that hub (see Figure 1). The hub is described as a student’s emotional 
intelligence which acts as the “effective and purposeful management of emotions” 
(Morales, p. 24).  Emotional intelligence, according to Morales, is comprised of four 
interrelated aspects. These aspects include the ability to be friendly and likeable, impulse 
control, adeptness in social environments, and effective decision making under duress 
(Morales, p. 27). 
 The theory of academic resiliency and the academic resiliency cycle (Morales, 
2008), emerged from studies and ideas related to the broader concept of resilience 
(Garmezy, 1991; Rutter, 1990; Werner & Smith, 1982, 1992). The most widely accepted 
theoretical framework for understanding resilience was provided by Garmezy. As a 
pioneer in the field, Garmezy theorized that the success of both adults and children in 
overcoming obstacles and hostile environments was based on three factors. The first 
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Figure 1.  Academic resiliency theory flowchart.  Adapted from “A Focus on Hope: Toward a 
More Comprehensive Theory of Academic Resiliency Among At-Risk Minority Students,” by 
E. Morales, 2008, Journal of AT RISK ISSUES, 14(1), p. 23.  
factor relates to the individual and deals with personal attributes such as intelligence and 
temperament. The second factor deals with the degree of support an individual gets from 
the family. The third factor deals with the amount of support an individual receives from 
persons and institutions outside of the individual and family (Condly, 2006). Morales 
(2008) theorizes that for students at-risk for academic failure, positive adaptation to 
adversity occurs when they can identify their risks for academic failure and then seek out 
and cultivate protective factors to mitigate these risks.  
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 The academic resilience process is seen as a student’s ability to successfully 
navigate through the cycle. The steps are: (a) The student recognizes his or her major risk 
factors; (b) The student manifests and/or seeks out protective factors that have the 
potential to offset or mitigate negative effects of the risk factors; (c) The student manages 
his or her protective factors in concert to propel him or herself toward high academic 
achievement; (d) The student recognizes the effectiveness of the protective factors and 
continues to refine and implement them; and (e) The constant and continuous refinement 
and implementation of protective factors, along with the evolving vision of the student’s 
desired destination, sustain the student’s progress (Morales, 2008). 
 The theoretical construct of academic resilience and the resiliency cycle presented 
by Morales are well suited to describe and explain much of the dynamics related to the 
academic achievement for students in foster care. The construct of resiliency contains 
both protective and risk factors. The circumstances of abuse and neglect that place 
children in the foster care system, along with the experiences related to being in foster 
care, present these children with situations that represent some of the highest risk factors 
and the lowest compensatory or protective factors for academic resiliency of any student 
population. Jones and Moses (1984, p. 102) characterized the lives of foster care children 
as resembling “a patchwork quilt of life experiences that children pull together to enable 
them to obtain the support and utilize the resources needed for their success.” For these 
children, the experiences of foster care, specifically time in placement, type of placement 
and number of placements could affect a child’s ability to identify risk (spoke one of the 
resiliency cycle) and develop protective factors (spoke two of the resiliency cycle) 
imperative for academic resiliency.  
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   Much of the research related to outcomes for foster youth has been framed in the 
context of protective factors and risk factors. Many studies have indicated protective 
factors such as family and peer group support coupled with school and community 
support as important predictors of academic success (Benard, 1991; Richman & Bowen, 
1997; Wang, 1994). Rosenfeld and Richman (2003) identify protective factors related to 
educational outcomes for foster youth.  They argue that a positive relationship exists 
between the level of social support and the educational outcomes for these students 
(Rosenfeld, Richmond, & Bowen, 2000). The protective factors comprise of eight types 
of tangible, informational, and emotional support that “are communicated by support 
providers when their behaviors are perceived by recipients as enhancing the recipient’s 
well-being (Rosenfeld, Richmond, & Bowen, p. 71). The protective factors are (a) 
listening support, (b) emotional support, (c) emotional challenge support, (d) reality 
confirmation support, (e) task appreciation support, (f) task challenge support, (g) 
tangible assistance support, and (h) personal assistance support. The potential disruptions 
to the development of these support mechanisms influenced by the foster care variables 
of  time in placement, type of placement, and, number of placements creates the 
phenomenological framework in which the theoretical construct of academic resiliency 
proposed by Morales (2008) is contextualized in the current study. 
 The current study sought to determine if high school graduation status for foster 
youth could be predicted based on the independent variables of gender, ethnicity, time in 
placement, type of placement and number of placements, entry age, and special education 
status. The criterion variable was high school graduation status.  
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Background and Need 
 The development of the American foster care system creates the historical context 
in which the dimensions of foster care evolved. From its inception as a charity based aid 
system to a federally funded mandate, critical legislation has evolved as a reaction to the 
foster care experience and the impact of the foster care experience on the youth it serves. 
From the perspective of foster children, the overall theme of this impact has been 
detachment, movement, transition and resilience. An overview of the American foster 
care system including California foster care and the Los Angeles County Department of 
Children and Family Services is followed by some information about education and 
foster youth. This section ends with arguments presented in previous research related to 
the need for the current study. 
The American Foster Care System 
 The American foster care system began with the establishment of the Children’s 
Aid Society in 1853 by Charles Loring Brace. At that time there were an estimated 
30,000 homeless and orphaned children in New York City where the Children’s Aid 
Society was founded. Prior to the establishment of the Children’s Aid Society, homeless 
and orphaned children were placed in orphan asylums or informally adopted into families 
as indentured servants. Trained to be a minister, Braces’ philosophy regarding the 
homeless children of New York was to transform them into productive members of 
society through efforts to provide them with a family atmosphere, work opportunities and 
education (Cook, 1995).   
 Brace developed a program of relocating children for whom an orphanage 
placement was either unavailable or inappropriate. This idea came to be known as the 
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placing-out or orphan train strategy. The Orphan Train Movement as it known today, was 
responsible for placing over 120,000 children from it’s inception in 1853 until the early 
1900s and is commonly accepted as the beginning of the American foster care system. 
Thirty years after the first children were transported from New York City to homes in the 
Midwest, aid agencies such as the Children’s Aid Society began to pay families to board 
children who were considered to be difficult to live with or who had special needs (Barth, 
1986).   
 The first federal funding for child welfare services was established through Title 
V of the Social Security Act of 1935.  Title V went through several congressional 
amendments through 1962 that broadened the scope of what the federal funds could be 
used for. One of those amendments, the Title IV-A, Aid to Families with Dependent 
Children (AFDC) amendment, was established in 1961. The Title IV-A amendment 
authorized foster care funding for children who were in families that qualified for AFDC 
if the court determined that a child’s welfare was at risk by remaining in the family home. 
By the mid 1970s over 100,000 foster children were receiving benefits through Title IV-
A. The increasing numbers of children being placed in foster care, along with the cost 
incurred by those placements, spurred the United States Congress to question whether the 
Title IV-A funding mechanism (as an entitlement to the states) provided an incentive for 
states to place children into foster care without adequate efforts towards maintaining the 
family structure.  
 By 1980 when the Foster Care and Adoption Assistance Amendments were 
passed (P.L. 96-272), Congress had identified many problems with the way that states 
were implementing their child welfare programs. Some of these problems included: (a) 
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foster care placement without alternative efforts to keep the child at home, (b) placements 
that were too restrictive and too far away from parents, (c) lack of case plan 
documentation, (d) lack of case review, (e) lack of communication with parents regarding 
child’s status, (f) lack of reunification services, (g) unnecessary barriers to adoption of 
children who could not be reunited with parents, and (h) lack of a cohesive information 
and tracking system to identify the status of children in the system (CWLA, 2003). From 
1980 to the present, Congress has made many attempts to resolve the issues and problems 
raised since the passing of P.L. 96-272. These attempts included implementing adult 
transitional services for foster youth (Title IV-E, 1994), establishing a child welfare 
review system, and providing timelines which focus on permanent placements for foster 
youth through the Adoption and Safe families Act (P.L. 105-89) in 1997.  
 The history of American foster care and the congressional attempts to refine the 
foster care system have some direct economic impacts. The United States spends more 
than $33 billion annually in direct costs related to child abuse and neglect (Moreno, 
2009). These costs relate to child welfare, court services, law enforcement, 
hospitalization and mental health. Another $70 billion dollars is spent annually on the 
secondary, long-term consequences of abuse and neglect in areas such as special 
education, juvenile delinquency, lost productivity, and adult criminality. According to 
Altshuler (2003) much of these secondary costs are related to lack of educational 
attainment for foster youth. The history of the child welfare system with the 
congressional attempts at passing legislation related to stability and permanency reflect 
some understandings of the effects of instability and its relationship to educational 
attainment for foster youth. 
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The California Foster Care System 
  Although only 10% of American children live in California, approximately 20% 
of foster youth nationally are in the California Child Welfare system (Moreno, 2009).  
According to 2006 California state foster care statistics, an average of 80,000 children 
were removed from their homes due to abuse and neglect. This number represents a 
decrease from the 108,000 children in California foster care in the year 2000 (Moreno, 
2009).  At the end of 2006, California had the largest foster care population by far with 
78,373 children in care followed by 30,848 in Texas and 29,973 in New York (AFCARS, 
2006). Of the approximately 80,000 children placed in foster care in California, 33% 
were wards of the Department of Children and Family Services (DCFS) of Los Angeles 
County. 
 In 1989, California Senate Bill 370 initiated the creation and implementation of a 
statewide computer system to automate the management, information gathering, 
reporting, and planning activities of the state’s child welfare service agencies. The intent 
of this legislation was to improve the implementation of the state programs and services 
intended to strengthen families, prevent abuse, remedy the effects of abuse or neglect, 
provide out-of-home care of children, and provide permanent removal of children from 
abusive homes. When SB370 was enacted, there was no statewide information system for 
the various child welfare agencies to report and share information. With the development 
and implementation of the statewide Child Welfare Services Case Management System 
(CWS/CMS), Child Welfare Services workers were able to have immediate access to 
child and family information. This access allows more efficient and effective case 
management. Additionally it provided county and state officials with the information 
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needed to monitor, evaluate, and report on programs. The CWS/CMS also facilitates state 
and federal child welfare reporting requirements mandated through law. CWS/CMS is a 
Windows-based information system which assists child welfare services with intake, 
client information, service delivery, case management, placement, court processing, 
caseload assignment, resource management, program management, adoptions, and 
licensing. CWS/CMS is maintained through collaboration between the California 
Department of Social Services and the Center for Social Service Research, University of 
California, Berkeley, and is called the Child Welfare Dynamic Report System. 
 In California, state legislation was also established to address the educational 
needs of children in foster care. On January 1, 2004, Assembly Bill 490 (Steinburg, 
2004), established educational rights for foster children and imposed duties on social and 
educational agencies related to improving the educational outcomes for dependents and 
wards in foster care. This legislation was created to:   
 Ensure access to the same opportunities to meet academic achievement standards 
 to which all students are held, maintain stable school placements, be placed in the 
 least restrictive educational placement and, have access to the same academic 
 resources, services and extracurricular and enrichment activities as all other 
 children (Education, Foster Children, 2003 p. 22). 
 
This legislation emerged from an acknowledgement of the impact of foster care 
placement on the education of foster children. Child welfare services have not historically 
considered the educational needs of children when making placement decisions (Zetlin, 
2006). Many researchers have argued that whenever a child is a ward of the state, the 
state functions as parent in loco parentis, and in that capacity has the responsibility to 
adequately address the educational needs of the children in its care (Courtney, Roderick, 
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Smithgall, Gladden, & Nagoka, 2004; Smithgall, Gladden, Howard, George, & Courtney, 
2004).  
 The Los Angeles County (California) Department of Children and Family 
Services (DCFS) is the county agency mandated through Title V of the Social Security 
Act of 1935 and section IV-A Aid to Families with Dependent Children regulations on 
child welfare and safety to insure the well being of children and families of Los Angeles 
County. Los Angeles County comprises of 88 cities in a geographical area of over four 
thousand square miles and a population that exceeds ten million inhabitants.  Los Angeles 
County is the home of 28% of California’s population and 3% of the population of the 
United States. The county is one of the most culturally and linguistically diverse areas in 
the world with over half of the county’s residence speaking a language other than English 
in the home (US Census Bureau, 2009). As of February 2008, DCFS was responsible for 
35,902 children, with 18,846 in placements other than with the biological parents or in 
guardian homes (Needell et al., 2010). If Los Angeles County were a state, it would rank 
5
th
 after Florida in terms of its foster care population.  
Education and Foster Youth 
  Research on foster care children’s education can be broadly categorized into 
general educational experiences, special education experiences and educational outcomes 
related to foster care. The educational experiences of foster care youth have been 
primarily framed in terms of deficit. Each of these research areas reveals the impact of 
time in placement, type of placement, number of placements, age at entry, and special 
education on the dynamics of academic achievement for foster care youth. Placement is a 
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constant dynamic and reoccurring theme throughout the literature related to academic 
attainment and foster youth. 
 Much of the current research on the educational experiences of foster youth 
centers on barriers to educational attainment. Zetlin, Weinburg, and Shea (2006) used 
focus groups to examine the views of former foster youth in California, and the agency 
personnel responsible for providing their support.  The focus group participants indicated 
residential placement instability, special education placement and procedural difficulties, 
no monitoring or accountability for educational progress, lack of collaboration between 
social and educational agencies, and confusion about who has educational rights as major 
barriers or risks in the educational experiences of foster youth.  
 In a similar focus group study conducted by Altshuler (2003), foster care youth 
indicated that they experienced negative reactions to being in foster care which were 
expressed in the school setting. The expressions of these negative reactions created 
increased behavior difficulties in school. In the same study, participants indicated that the 
labeling of foster youth had a stigmatizing effect that was reflected by school personnel 
and non-foster youth alike. Many school officials assumed that if a student was in foster 
care there was an expectation of behavioral difficulties. There were also complaints of a 
lack of communication and confidentiality difficulties between school and social work 
agencies. The Altshuler study also suggested that collaboration, trust building, equitable 
treatment by teachers, and clearly defined educational roles for caseworkers and foster 
parents would be beneficial in overcoming some of the perceived barriers.  
 Emerson and Lovitt (2003) argue that a major reason for school failure is related 
to placement instability. They argue that foster children have a difficult time developing 
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school social supports such as extracurricular sports and clubs or other school related 
organizations. These disruptions inhibit foster youth’s ability to learn the social behaviors 
necessary to make friends. Emerson and Lovitt also assert that constant school 
disruptions inhibit foster youth’s abilities to develop talents through music, sports, or 
other school organizations which they could take with them when transferring from 
school to school. 
Foster Youth and Special Education 
 From the mid 1900s when private social services agencies began to place children 
who were difficult or who had special needs into foster care homes, special education and 
foster care have been inextricably linked. Although there have been no national studies 
quantifying the number of foster youth receiving special education services, local and 
regional studies indicate that between 28% and 52% of foster care youth are placed in 
special education programs as a result of an emotional disturbance or a learning disability  
(Weinburg, Zetlin, & Shea, 2001). Geenen and Powers (2006) suggest that the 
requirements of special needs foster children are not addressed well by the education 
system.  
 Foster children in special education programs are faced with an even more 
complex set of barriers to graduation than their regular education peers.  The proportion 
of foster care children in special education is three times higher than the proportion of 
special education children to the general education student population (Schubert, 2001). 
In a study conducted by White, Carrington, and Freeman (1990), 39% of foster children 
in Oregon had IEPs yet 16% of those students were actually receiving special education 
services. A meta-analysis of foster youth's educational experiences was conducted by 
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Scherr (2007). Foster youth were seven times more likely to be retained at least one grade 
level than their non-foster care peers. They were also three times more likely to have 
disciplinary referrals and seven times more likely to be receiving special education 
services.  
 Educational outcomes for students in foster care have been an area of educational 
research for well over 25 years. Festinger (1983) identified significant differences in 
academic achievement between former foster youth and their non foster care peers. Much 
of the current research on educational outcomes for foster youth uses a multi-dimensional 
approach examining variables at the personal, school, and foster care levels. Former 
foster care youth have been shown to have lower educational attainment and poorer 
educational outcomes than their non-foster care peers (Festinger, 1983; Wesdat, 1994; 
Zimmerman, 1982). Much of the issues around educational outcomes are related to the 
dynamics of the foster care experience. In correlative studies of foster youth’s 
educational attainment and placement, poorer educational outcomes have been associated 
with the number of placements a child experiences while in foster care (Fanshel, Finch, & 
Grundy, 1990; McMillen & Tucker, 1999; Zimmerman, 1982).   
 The foster care experience has also been linked to dropping out of school. For 
many foster youth, the inability to form stable social attachments reduces motivation to 
go to school. High school dropout rates have also been shown to be significantly higher 
for foster youth (Blome, 1997; Courtney et al., 2001; Festinger, 1983). For some foster 
youth, school experiences that lead to high dropout rates also lead foster youth to pursue 
educational alternatives other than completing a traditional high school course of study. 
In a study of 659 former foster youth conducted by Pecora et al. (2006), graduation rates 
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were comparable to the general population but foster care youth had disproportionately 
higher rates of high school graduation via GED.   
 The variables in the current study of time in placement, type of placement, 
number of placements, entry age to foster care and special education status and how they 
relate to high school graduation are all products of the development of the foster care 
system. In terms of entry age into foster care Rosenfeld and Richmond (2003) examined 
middle school foster and non foster youth. Results showed that foster youth had lower 
average grades than non foster youth. Burley and Halpurn found no differences between 
foster youth based on time in care with all youths experiencing educational deficits 
compared to non-foster youths. Mech and Fung (1999) examined placement 
restrictiveness and academic achievement in foster youth. Their findings suggest that less 
restrictive types of placement such as relative homes were correlated with better 
academic achievement. There is a consistent body of research that indicates a relationship 
between the number of placements a child experiences and academic achievement (Barth, 
1990; Fanshel, Finch, & Grundy, 1990; Mc Millen & Tucker, 1999; Pecora et al., 2006; 
Rubin, O’Reilly, Luan, & Localio, 2007; Zimmerman, 1982). 
 This study serves to fill a current gap in the literature related to foster youth and 
high school graduation. Although there is a substantial body of research related to 
educational outcomes for students in foster care, a small fraction of those studies 
examined high school graduation as a variable for successful educational outcomes. The 
vast majority of studies related to foster care students and high school graduation were 
qualitative structured interviews (Barth, 1990; Cook, 1991; Courtney, Pillavin, Grogan-
Kaylor, & Nesmith, 1998, 2001; Courtney et al., 2006; Festinger, 1983; Jones & Moses, 
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1984; Nevada Kid’s Count, 2001; Zimmerman, 1982).  A small number of researchers 
utilized surveys (Wedeven et al., 1997; Merdinger, Heins, Osterling, & Wyatt, 2005).  In 
three studies, researchers reviewed closed foster care case files (Grand Jury, Orange 
County, 2000; Mc Millan & Tucker, 1999; Pecora et al., 2006).  Two studies used 
statistical analysis to compare foster and non foster youth’s educational performance 
(Blome, 1997; Burley & Halpurn, 2001). Within the growing body of empirical research 
on academic achievement for students in foster care, very few studies address high school 
graduation as an academic achievement measure and no studies have been identified that 
quantitatively examine the variables of gender, ethnicity, time in placement, type of 
placement, number of placements, entry age, and special education status as predictors of 
high school graduation within the foster care student population. 
Research Questions 
 The following seven research questions will explore whether experiences of foster 
care can predict high school graduation in foster youth.  
 1. To what extent does gender predict a foster youth’s odds of graduating from 
high school in relationship to the variables of ethnicity, entry age, time in placement, type 
of placement, number of placements, and special education status? 
 2. To what extent does ethnicity predict a foster youth’s odds of graduating from 
high school in relationship to the variables of gender, entry age, time in placement, type 
of placement, number of placements, and special education status? 
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 3. To what extent does a student’s age when entering the foster care system 
predict the odds of a foster youth’s graduating from high school prior to emancipation in 
relationship to the variables of gender, ethnicity, time in placement, type of placements, 
number of placements and special education status? 
 4. To what extent does the amount of time a student is in foster care predict a 
foster youth’s odds of graduating from high school prior to emancipation in relationship 
to the variables of gender, ethnicity, entry age, type of placement, number of placements 
and special education status ? 
 5. To what extent does the type of foster care placement at emancipation predict a 
foster youth’s odds of graduating from high school in relationship to the variables of 
gender, ethnicity, entry age, time in placement, number of placements and special 
education status? 
 6. To what extent does the number of foster care placements that a student 
experiences prior to emancipation predict a foster youth’s odds of graduating from high 
school in relationship to the variables of gender, ethnicity, time in placement, entry age, 
type of placement, and special education status? 
 7. To what extent does the status of receiving special education services predict 
the odds of a foster youth’s graduating from high school prior to emancipation in 
relationship to the variables of gender, ethnicity, entry age, time in placement, type of 
placement, and number of placements? 
Definition of Terms 
 In operationalizing the key terms used in this study, the following definitions 
were used. Some terms may have other definitions, however, the definitions presented 
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contextualize these terms in relationship to the present study thus, the stated definitions 
will apply. The terms gender, ethnicity, entry age, time in placement, type of placement, 
number of placements, and special education status, are the independent variables in the 
study.  High school graduation status is the dependent variable in this study. These terms 
were further defined in chapter three. 
Academic Resiliency: The phenomenon of statistically unlikely academic achievement 
among marginalized and disenfranchised students (Morales, 2008). In the current study, 
academic resiliency was indicated by high school graduation status- graduate or non-
graduate. 
Aging-Out: The process by which a foster youth becomes of legal age and is no longer 
considered a responsibility of the state sponsored child welfare system (Harris-Sims, 
2006). 
Bureau: Location of DCFS office in which the case was held. There are 18 offices 
throughout Los Angeles County.  
Case: A period of time in which a child is removed from the home of the parent and 
placed in foster care. Each time a child is removed from the home of the parent a new 
case is generated. 
Celebration I: Annual event highlighting the academic accomplishments of Los Angeles 
County foster youth who graduated from high school with a GPA of 2.8 or above. 
Celebration II: Annual event highlighting the academic accomplishments of Los Angeles 
County foster youth who graduated from high school. 
Department of Children and Family Services (DCFS): The county agency responsible for 
insuring child welfare and the implementation of Title V of the Social Security Act of 
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1935, section IV-A Aid to Families with Dependent Children regulations on child welfare 
and safety. 
Emancipation: The process by which a foster youth is released from dependency status of 
the state funded child welfare system due to court proceeding. Depending on the state, 
this action occurs between the ages 18-21 (Harris-Simms, 2006). 
Entry Age: Age of student in years and months determined by date student was placed in 
foster care for the current case 
Episode Count: The number of placements that occurred within the current case. 
Ethnicity: Ethnic affiliation identified by one of the seven major identification codes used 
in the DCFS information system. 
Exit Age: Age of student in years and months determined by date student was exited from 
foster care (through high school graduation or “aging out”) and the case was closed. 
Foster Care: The care given to children within the state’s foster care system who are 
temporarily separated from their families due to abuse, sibling abuse, neglect, 
abandonment, and/or death in a family (Herrera, 2003).  
Foster Youth: A child between the ages of 0-21 currently a dependent of the state child 
welfare system and is currently living in a state funded residence.  
Gender: Male or Female. 
High School graduation status: Whether or not a student graduated from high school by 
high school diploma. 
IEP Status: Whether or not student received special education services through an 
Individual Education Plan (IEP). 
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Initial Removal Age: The age of the child when he/she is initially removed from the home 
of the parents. This initial removal age is for the last/current case opening as of the time 
the data was extracted. 
Non Graduation: Foster youth whose case was closed due to aging out of the system with 
the case closing between the ages of 20-21 and the last recorded grade level of 10
th
 grade. 
Number of Placements: Amount of times student is moved from one residential 
placement to another placement within the course of time in foster care. 
Out-of-Home Placement: Condition in which a child is removed from the family home 
and placed in an alternate living environment as a ward of the court. 
Prior Cases: The number of cases the child had prior to the current case. In other words, 
the number of times a child is removed from the home of the parent and is placed in 
foster care. 
Prior Placement Count: The number of placements that occurred within the cases prior to 
the current case. 
Resiliency: A dynamic process encompassing positive adaptation within the context of 
significant adversity” (Luthar, 2007). 
Time in Placement: The amount of time (in years) that a foster care case is open.  . 
Type of Placement: Description of placement facility student resides in based on the nine 
facility types coded in the DCFS information system CMS/CWS. Definitions of 
placement types are presented below: 
 Court Specified Placement- Any placement of a child that is specified by the court 
 and does not comply with the stated definitions of other types of placements. 
36 
 
 
 Emergency (County) Shelter Care A temporary placement service, providing 24-
 hour care for a child who must be immediately removed from his or her own 
 home or current foster placement and who cannot be returned to his or her own 
 home or foster care placement. In the context of funding, emergency shelter care 
 shall not exceed 30 calendar days in any one-placement episode. 
 Foster Family Home- any residential facility providing 24-hour care for six or 
 fewer foster children which is owned, leased, or rented and is the residence of the 
 foster parent or parents, including their family, in whose care the foster children 
 have been placed. A foster family home may be authorized to provide care for 
 more than six children for the purpose of keeping siblings together provided that 
 the conditions of Health and Safety Code Section 1505.2 are met.  
 Group Home (GH)- A facility which provides 24-hour non-medical care and 
 supervision to children, provides services to a specific client group and maintains 
 a structured environment, with such services provided at least in part by staff 
 employed by the licensee.  
 Guardian Home- Home of relative other than a child’s parent/legal guardian from 
 who the child is removed pursuant to a court order or a voluntary placement 
 agreement. 
 Small Family Home (SFH)- Any residential facility in the licensee’s family 
 residence providing 24-hour a day care for six or fewer children who have 
 behavioral and/or emotional disabilities and developmental and/or physical 
 disabilities and who require special care and supervision as a result of their 
 disabilities. 
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 Tribe Specified Home- Child placement governed by the Indian Child Welfare 
 Act of 1978. 
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CHAPTER II 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 Foster youth experience many barriers to educational attainment. Some of these 
barriers are directly related to the experiences of foster care. A major issue in educational 
attainment for foster youth is high school graduation. This study sought to determine if 
the foster care experiences of gender, ethnicity, time in placement, type of placement, 
number of placements, entry age, and special education status could predict high school 
graduation in foster youth. 
 Research on education of foster care youth can be broadly categorized in terms of 
general educational experiences, special education experiences and, educational 
outcomes. The purpose of this study was to examine predictive variables related to high 
school graduation for foster youth.  In examining the literature related to this topic, the 
review is divided into four sections. The first section reviews the literature related to 
resiliency theory and resiliency related to foster youth. The second section reviews the 
literature related to educational experiences of foster youth and the independent variables 
of entry age, gender, ethnicity, time in placement, type of placement, and number of 
placements, as related to the studies reviewed. The third section reviews current literature 
related to the independent variable of special education. The fourth section reviews 
research related to foster youth and high school graduation as high school graduation is 
the dependent variable in the current study.  
Resiliency Theory and Academic Resiliency 
 To overcome the risks related to the adverse affects of being in foster care, a child 
must be able to demonstrate resilience. To understand resilience in the context of the 
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foster care experience, seminal and related studies conceptualizing and investigating 
resilience was reviewed. Additionally, studies related to the theoretical construct of 
academic resiliency were reviewed to contextualize how the variables in this study relate 
to academic resiliency and high school graduation.  
 The seminal investigation of resilience was conducted by Werner and Smith 
(1977).  The initial study began in 1955 with a multidisciplinary team including medical 
and social work professionals. The intent of the study was to investigate and document 
the lives and development of all 698 babies born that year on the Hawaiian island of 
Kauai.  The purpose of the study was to assess the long term consequences of perinatal 
complications and adverse rearing conditions in relationship to the individual’s life 
adaptations and development.  
 Of the 698 children in the initial cohort, 201 children designated as high-risk were 
periodically examined over a 15 year span to identify protective attributes that supported 
resilience. The subjects of the study were followed from birth to their mid 30s. Given that 
the study was conducted on the Hawaiian island of Kauai, the majority of participants 
were of Hawaiian, Filipino, and Japanese decent. Over half (54%) were identified as 
having grown up in poverty. In their study, the primary focus was to examine children’s 
vulnerability which Werner and Smith (1997, p. 504) define as “their susceptibility to 
negative developmental outcomes after exposure to serious risk factors such as perinatal 
stress, poverty, parental psychopathology, and disruptions of their family unit.” As the 
study progressed, they reframed the focus away from the vulnerabilities or risk factors 
and began to identify reactions to the risk factors which they termed the roots of 
resiliency. Werner and Smith used semi-structured interviews with parents, school 
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officials, and social services in the initial part of the longitudinal study. Case file data 
from criminal courts, the state department of mental health and the U.S. Veterans 
administration in the adult follow up study. 
 Two-thirds of the 201 subjects identified as high risk had developed serious 
learning or behavior problems by the age of ten. Many had delinquency records, mental 
health problems, and unplanned pregnancies by the age of eighteen. Most were initially 
designated as high risk due to severe perinatal stressors in the family environment such as 
chronic discord, parental mental health disorders, and alcoholism. Although not identified 
as such, the same types of risk factors that identified subjects as high risk in the Werner 
and Smith study are the same types of factors that can lead to children being placed in 
foster care.  
 One-third (n=72) of the high risk subjects showed no effects of growing up in a 
high risk environment. Most were successful in school, had substantive and meaningful 
home and social lives, and articulated a positive attitude towards their lives. Werner and 
Smith focused on this group in terms of resiliency.  By contrasting the resilient and non-
resilient groups, a pattern of traits and behaviors related to resilient children began to 
emerge. From infancy, the resilient children were characterized as being more 
affectionate, good natured, and easier to deal with. As toddlers they were viewed as being 
more alert, autonomous, and as having a more positive social orientation. They tended to 
be more advanced in sensory-motor, language, and self-help skills. By elementary school 
the resilient children had better reading and reasoning skills. They also got along better 
with their classmates. By the time they completed high school the resilient children had a 
fully developed internal locus of control and positive self-concept. 
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 When the resilient and non resilient cohorts were examined in their mid 30s, all 
but two of the resilient children had exceeded the educational and employment 
accomplishments of the non resilient group. The accomplishments of the resilient 
children of the high risk group were comparable to the accomplishments of the children 
in the low risk group. In the adult follow up study, Werner and Smith (1992) used a 
latent-variables path analysis to examine correlations between individual and other 
sources of support that produced successful adult outcomes.  
 Results of the adult follow up study indicated that four clusters of attributes were 
involved in successful adaptation. The first cluster included temperamental characteristics 
of the individual. The second included realistic educational and vocational plans, regular 
household responsibilities, and efficient application of whatever abilities the individual 
possessed. The third cluster reflected the care giving styles and characteristics of the 
parents in terms of fostering self-esteem in the child. The fourth cluster identified 
community supports that created trust and presented opportunities for future success such 
as elder mentors, youth leaders, and church members. Another major finding in the adult 
follow up study was that a major indicator of successful adult outcomes occurred when 
there was an opening of opportunity at the early life transition points such as job or 
educational opportunities at the completion of high school.  
 The Werner and Smith longitudinal study provided key insights into the dynamics 
of positive adaptation to adversity.  Although individual characteristics played an 
important role in successful outcomes for resilient children, sources of support available 
to the individual in early, middle childhood, and teenage years were positively correlated 
with scholastic competence. One of the major limitations reported by Werner (1997) is 
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the fact that the population in the study was from an urban industrialized society. She 
argues that the results of the study do not generalize well in other types of societies and 
cultures.  
 The results of the Werner study in terms of the relationship between social 
supports and positive scholastic outcomes are directly related to the current study. The 
foster care experience variable of “number of placements” has been shown in previous 
studies to impact positive scholastic outcomes in foster youth (Altshuler, 2003; Shin, 
2003). Determining the extent to which the number of placements a foster child 
experiences effects high school graduation, could indicate a disruption in a students 
ability to demonstrate resiliency through the development of social supports. This idea of 
developing social supports to aid in academic achievement sits at the core of the 
academic resiliency cycle theory. 
 Morales (2008) constructed a framework to better conceptualize the theory of 
academic resiliency. The framework entitled the resiliency cycle is an attempt to use 
current research on academic resiliency in developing a theory explaining a process that 
can determine academic resiliency or success. This theory was developed examining the 
academic achievement of 50 at-risk students and the elements that ultimately led to their 
unlikely academic success.  The resiliency cycle is a theoretical construct to illustrate the 
common stages through the academic achievement process for statistically at-risk 
students. 
 The resiliency cycle consists of a hub which Morales defines as the emotional 
intelligence of the student. Emanating from that hub are five spokes or processes in 
which effective academic or educational resilience is predicated on. The first spoke deals 
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with the student recognizing his or her major risk factors. The second spoke involves the 
student seeking out protective factors that can mitigate or neutralize the effects of the risk 
factors. The third spoke deals with the student managing those protective factors with a 
focus on academic success. The fourth spoke is when the student recognizes the 
effectiveness of the protective factors and continues to refine and implement them. The 
fifth spoke is when the effective management of the protective factors along with the 
student’s desired academic goals sustains the student’s progress towards those goals. 
 The purpose of the study was to provide evidence in support of the academic 
resilience cycle theory. Morales (2008) used topical, semi-structured interviews of 50 
college students who met the resilience criteria which included self-reported information 
about student’s race, socioeconomic background, and other family background relevant 
to the resiliency construct. Demographically, of the 50 students in the study 21 were 
African American, 20 were Hispanic, five were biracial, and four were of other 
ethnicities. Over half of the subjects were female (n=31) and over half (52%) came from 
single parent households. A vast majority of the subjects (80%) indicated that they lived 
in an urban environment. In interviewing subjects they were questioned about their 
educational histories and backgrounds. They were also questioned about challenges or 
risk factors to their academic achievement, protective factors exemplified by people in 
their communities that supported them, how those individuals supported their academic 
achievement, and the role their families played in supporting them academically. To 
analyze the data, all interviews were first transcribed. By using a qualitative approach, 
themes and concepts began to emerge from the transcripts that were coded. These themes 
were grouped into major categories related to risk and protective factors. Subcategories 
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related to the main themes such as family and school were identified.  To establish a link 
between protective factors and identified academic achievement, participants were 
questioned about how a particular protective factor affected achievement.  
  The first spoke in the resiliency cycle relates to students abilities to identify 
major risk factors. Many of the students in the study (96%) recognized that they did not 
have the same educational opportunities or academic backgrounds as other students. 
Three-fourths (76%) of the students recognized that in order for them to be academically 
successful they would have to work harder to catch-up with their better prepared peers. 
Most of the students (70%) reported that their high levels of determination, street smarts, 
and strong work ethics were directly related to the constant struggles that they faced 
related to the difficult upbringings they experienced.  
 Effectively acquiring protective factors is the second spoke in the resiliency cycle.  
Resilient students characterized themselves as being persistent (94%), having high self- 
esteem (92%), good internal locus of control (92%), and a strong sense of family 
obligation (94%). They characterized their parents as having authoritative parenting 
styles (82%), parental expectations demonstrated by words and actions (80%), and 
mothers that modeled a strong work ethic (74%). Environmental protective factors 
included caring k-12 school personnel (90%), attendance at non-neighborhood schools 
(72%), and effective college bridge programs (88%). 
 The third spoke in the resiliency cycle relates to how effectively a student 
manages identified protective factors towards academic achievement. Eighty-eight 
percent of resilient students identified multiple protective factors that they managed that, 
without which, their academic success would not have occurred.   
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 In the fourth spoke in the resiliency cycle, resilient students recognize the 
effectiveness in developing and utilizing protective factors and they continue to develop 
and refine relationships with those factors. Resilient students tended to be keenly aware 
of what particular situations a specific protective factor was most effective in and were 
adept in utilizing those protective factors appropriately when needed. Many of the 
resilient students (74%) reported that their motivation to keep achieving was based on the 
experience of past successes.  
 In the final spoke of the resiliency cycle, continuous refinement and utilization of 
the identified protective factors becomes a self-generating dynamic process in which the 
student continuously adjust the level of academic achievement as new academic 
opportunities and challenges present themselves.  Of the students in the study, 78% 
indicated that their academic achievement was related to motivation based on concrete 
goals they had. Most of the students (72%) characterized their approaches to educational 
attainment as having become automatic, second-nature, and routine.  
 Results of the study indicated that the students who exhibited the greatest 
academic resiliency were the ones who were best able to orchestrate the resiliency cycle 
to suit their needs. Orchestrating the cycle means that academically resilient students 
tended to be affable, deliberate and maintained emotional balance throughout their 
academic careers. They also reported that their friendliness and outgoing personalities 
were important to their academic success. These aspects of successful emotional control 
and management relate to the hub in the resiliency cycle as being emotionally intelligent. 
 The Morales (2008) study reported some limitations. First, the sample only 
included ethnic minorities. This limits the perspective of the theory to a smaller group 
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than all students who demonstrate academic resiliency. Second, the study design only 
allowed for a small sample size so generalizing the results is difficult. Lastly, Morales did 
not report the recording and coding process for the interviews which can call into 
question reliability between raters and threatens construct validity. Despite these 
limitations, the theoretical construct of academic resilience and the resiliency cycle 
presented by Morales (2008), gives great insight into individual, family, and community 
dynamics related to educational attainment to explain the phenomenon of statistically 
unlikely academic achievement among marginalized and disenfranchised students. 
Similar and greater risks exist for students in the foster care system.  
 Subjects in the Morales study reported that they understood that their academic 
backgrounds and educational opportunities placed them at risk for academic failure. They 
also identified parental support and support from the educational system critical for 
academic achievement. Although foster youth may have the ability to identify their risk 
for academic failure, placement instability and disrupted educational patterns make 
developing support systems much more difficult for foster youth.  Using the academic 
resiliency cycle theory as the theoretical framework for the current study would imply 
that the experiences of foster care related to instability and disruption would have a 
negative effect on academic resiliency. This instability is created when a child is forced 
to move to a different residential placement. When this happens the social supports 
developed with foster care providers and other foster youth are disrupted. Often times the 
residential placement move predicates a change in schools. This forces children to 
establish new social supports at school as well. Placement instability puts severe 
psychological stressors on foster children that are confronted with the situation of 
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constantly having to identify new risk and develop new protective factors in a placement 
that could change within a matter of days. One of the objectives of the current study is to 
determine if the number of placement changes effects academic achievement through 
high school graduation status. The effects of the experiences of foster care related to risk 
and resiliency were revealed in a current study done by Manning (2008). 
 Manning (2008) explored risk and resiliency of youth “aging out” of the foster 
care system by identifying childhood experiences, attachment representations, overall life 
functioning, and psychiatric symptoms.  The purpose of the study was to explore 
attachment patterns of foster youth in terms of their overall life functioning. Thirty-six 
former foster youth between the ages of 18 and 21 were administered a demographic 
questionnaire, the Adult Attachment Interview (AAI) (Main, Goldwin, & Hesse, 2002), 
the Dissociative Experience Scale (DES) (Carlson & Putnam, 1993), the Symptom 
Assessment Questionnaire (SA-45, Strategic Advantage, Inc., 2000), and the COPE 
inventory.   
 Participants in the study were 42% male and 58% female. The majority of 
participants were African American (58%), followed by Hispanic (31%), multiracial 
(3%), and Caucasian (3%). The majority (72%) of subjects had exited the foster care 
system, while 28% were still in foster care.  The demographic questionnaire solicited 
information from the participants in relationship to their age, gender, race, marital status, 
number of children, educational attainment, employment status, and substance use/abuse. 
The foster care experience was also explored by participants providing information 
regarding their age at the time of first placement, type of foster care placement (e.g., 
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kinship care, foster care, group home, and institutions), number of foster care placements, 
and total number of years in placement.  
 Manning (2008) used the AAI, DES, SAQ, and the COPE instruments as 
measures. The Adult Attachment Interview is a semi-structured instrument by which 
attachment is measured by a participant’s recall of autobiographical childhood memories 
in relationship to his/her current perspective on those memories. The purpose of 
administering the instrument was to identify attachment figures such as caregivers in the 
lives of participants. The Dissociative Experience Scale, a 28-item self-report instrument 
was utilized to measure dissociation which was defined by the developers of the 
instrument as “a lack of integration of thoughts, feelings, and experiences into the stream 
of consciousness” (Carlson & Putnam, 1993, p. 98). The Symptom Assessment 
Questionnaire, a 45-item self-report instrument, was also administered to measure a wide 
range of psychiatric symptomatology including depression, obsessive-compulsive 
disorder, hostility, and paranoid ideation. Lastly, the COPE Inventory, a 60-item self 
report instrument, was administered to evaluate participants’ use of coping styles, coping 
strategies, and responses to stress.  
 In analyzing the data, a univariate analysis of variance was used to examine 
differences in the attachment inventories and a hierarchical, stepwise regression analysis 
was conducted in to construct predictive models related to the overall functioning of the 
foster youths in the study. These models were analyzed to determine the affects of the 
foster care experience on attachment formations and levels of responsibility in foster 
youth.   
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 Results of the study indicated that foster youth had a significantly higher 
percentage (42%) of unresolved attachment representations than in non-clinical 
populations. They also had a significantly higher percentage (61%) of preoccupied 
attachment representations and a significantly lower percentage (22%) of secure 
attachment representations. In terms of life functioning, there were no significant 
differences between subjects and the normative group with secure attachments and those 
with unresolved, preoccupied, or dismissing attachment representations.  On the 
dissociative experiences scale, foster youths’ overall functioning was negatively 
correlated with high scores (5 or above) on the AAI unresolved loss scale. Over half 
(51.8%) of the variance in the dissociative experience scale scores was related to foster 
youth coping for having a neglecting caregiver. The way that they coped with the 
situation was to exhibit behavioral disengagement. Additionally, foster youth reported 
higher levels of psychological distress than their non-foster care peers. The results of the 
Manning (2008) study indicate that foster youth have significant attachment problems 
related to unresolved issues with biological families and foster care families. The same 
youth also experience significantly higher levels of psychological distress. Results also 
suggest that foster youth use disengagement as a coping strategy to deal with the negative 
experiences of foster care. Although foster youth exhibited many defensive coping 
mechanisms as a response to their foster care experiences, there were no significant 
differences between foster and non-foster youth in current life functioning.  According to 
Manning this finding indicated that current life functioning is not entirely dependent on 
how foster youth view their attachment relationships throughout their foster care 
experience. 
50 
 
 
 The Manning (2008) study had several limitations. First, the sample size was 
small and self-selected. One-third of the potential participants (30.8%) did not show up 
for the interviews. These issues limit generalizability. Additionally, the Adult Attachment 
Interview (AAI) exhibited classification and rating difficulties of non-normative samples 
in which the participant had experienced extreme cruelty or abuse. This threatens the 
internal validity of the instrument and compromises the conclusion validity of the study 
in relationship to attachment. The results of Manning in terms of the negative relationship 
between unresolved loss and current life functioning along with the high levels of 
psychological distress exhibited by foster youth support the contention in the current 
study that instability and disruption affects foster youths’ abilities to develop social 
supports and attachments. Not only do foster youth have difficulties developing social 
supports, they may struggle with resiliency as measured by responsibility and 
independence. 
 Resiliency in foster youth was also examined in relationship to emotional 
reactivity, responsibility, and independence. Harris-Sims (2006) examined emancipation 
of foster youth in relationship to the association between the Responsibility and 
Independence Scale for Adolescents (RISA) (Salvia, Neisworth, & Schmidt, 1990), a 
norm referenced scale measuring independence and responsibility, and the Resiliency 
Scales for Adolescence (RSA) (Prince-Embury, 2005), a 64- item norm referenced scale 
used to measure aspects of resiliency. The purpose of the study was to investigate the 
association between personal strengths and vulnerabilities as measured by the RSA and 
independence-responsibility as measured by the RISA. The participants in the study 
consisted of 53 former foster youth who were wards of the child welfare systems of the 
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states of Virginia and Maryland.  Participants in the study were predominantly Black 
(69.8%) and 18 years old (62.3%).  Twenty percent of the participants were White, 
followed by Hispanic (3%), with Native American and Other comprising of 1% each. 
Seventeen percent of the participants were 16 years old, followed by 20% age 17 and 
62.3% being 19 years old. Half of the participants were male (50.9%). Thirty four percent 
of the participants had been in foster care 4-6 years, followed by 32.1% having 6 to 8 
years in care, 9.4% had 8 to 10 years in care, and 24.5% had more than 10 years in care. 
 In conducting the study participants were required to complete the 71-question 
resiliency scale for adolescence (RSA). The RSA is comprised of three stand alone scales 
which consist of the emotional reactivity scale (sensitivity, recovery, impairment), the 
sense of mastery scale (optimism, self-efficacy, adaptivity), and the sense of relatedness 
scale (trust, support, comfort, tolerance). This norm referenced instrument was correlated 
with the responsibility and independence scale for adolescents (RISA), which is another 
norm referenced instrument that is comprised of two domains: responsibility and 
independence. The responsibility domain includes self-management, social maturity, and 
social communication areas. The independence domain comprises of domestic skills, 
money management, citizenship, personal organization, transportation skills, and career 
skills. Both instruments were designed to include subjects within the age range of the 
participants in the study. Additionally, corrected split-half correlations by age for the 
weighted sample indicated high reliability with a range from .76 to .95.The data were 
analyzed by conducting a simple linear regression to determine the relationship between 
the predictor and criterion measures in the study. 
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 Results of the Harris-Sims (2006) study showed a significant correlation between 
the RSA Emotional Reactivity sub-scale and the RISA Responsibility sub-scale. This 
correlation indicates that subjects who exhibited higher levels of emotional reactivity had 
lower levels of responsibility. The other significant finding was the RSA sense of 
relatedness scores were significantly lower for foster youth (41.32) than in the normative 
group (n=50). Harris-Sims argued that this deficit in a sense of relatedness and the 
negative relationship between high emotional reactivity and low levels of responsibility 
were related to foster youth’s transience due to multiple placements, repeated attempts at 
family reunification, and histories of abuse and neglect. 
 The findings of the Harris-Sims (2006) study give valuable insight about how 
foster youth respond emotionally to their experiences. Low sample size was indicated as 
a limitation in the study. This limitation reduced the generalizability of the study to the 
larger population of foster youth. Additionally, information about participants’ foster care 
placements and current living situation was not collected. This information could have 
indicated what kinds of supports participants had. The Harris-Sims study has an 
important relationship to the current study. High emotional reactivity to multiple 
placements could influence low levels of responsibility related to academic performance 
and high school graduation. This idea supports the role of emotional intelligence in the 
academic resiliency cycle theory (Morales, 2008). Another study of former foster youth 
examines their personal perspectives about the foster care experiences and the supports 
they had for academic success.   
 Stokes (2004) examined adults who were former foster youth and their 
perspectives regarding factors within and outside of the child welfare system that 
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influenced their academic success. Stokes conducted a qualitative hermeneutic study that 
investigated participants’ perspectives on academic challenges and what factors 
contributed to their academic success. They also explored challenges related to the foster 
care system, and what they did to overcome those challenges to be academically 
successful.  
 Stokes conducted interviews with three former foster youth and also related her 
personal experiences with the foster care system. All three of the interviewees were 
African American. Two were female and one was male. One female participant and one 
male participant were 37 years of age and one participant was 59 years of age. One 
participant entered the child welfare system at the age of two. Both of the other 
participants entered the child welfare system at the age of 14. All of the participants had 
earned a minimum of a 4 year undergraduate degree and had been wards of the Illinois 
Department of Children and Family Services.  
 In conducting the study, information including academic transcripts, resumes, 
interview transcripts, supporting documents, and observation notes were collected. 
Participants were chosen based on being over 21 years of age, having been in child 
welfare at any point between kindergarten and the 12
th
 grade, resided in a group home or 
foster family home, and had completed a bachelor’s degree or higher. As a part of the 
interview process participants were observed in their home environments, work 
environments, and academic settings. To insure validity of the findings in this study, 
Stokes used triangulation with a third party reviewer. The results of each case were 
presented as a narrative with the recurring themes between subjects presented at the end 
of the narratives. 
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 Results of the study indicated that the subjects in the study had poor support 
systems. They also identified their risk in terms of being in foster care and decided that 
being academically successful was an “outlet” to mitigate the experience of being in 
foster care. They also indicated that while in foster care, the Department of Children and 
Family Services failed to protect them from further abuse while in the system. Another 
common thread between the individuals was that they all sought refuge outside of the 
child welfare system in order to become academically successful, and all of them were 
hesitant to discuss their experiences while within the system. All of the participants also 
discussed experiencing racism as a part of their foster care placements. In terms of 
education, all of the participants indicated that their academic potential had been ignored 
while teachers focused on their defiant behavior which was predicated by their foster care 
placement.  
 Overall the study exemplifies the complex dynamics related to an individual’s 
experiences in foster care. This study reveals that some of the aspects related to the 
resiliency cycle postulated by Morales (2008) were involved in the individual success of 
the study participants in terms of each subject’s ability to identify risks factors and seek 
out protective factors. A common theme among participants in the study was the lack of 
social support they received in pursuing academic achievement. Limitations due to such a 
small sample (N=4) and the ethnic and age homogeneity of the participants severely 
limited the ability of the results to be generalized. Nevertheless, the themes related to 
placement instability, lack of support, disrupted education patterns and resiliency remain 
a common thread in this study and the other studies reviewed in this section that relate to 
resiliency theory and academic resiliency. This common thread lays the 
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phenomenological and theoretical frameworks in which variables related to the foster 
care experience was analyzed in the proposed study to determine their predictive value in 
terms of high school graduation.  
 Research in resiliency theory has identified the importance of social support for 
successful outcomes in resilient children (Werner & Smith, 1983). The theory of 
academic resiliency is predicated on a students’ ability to identify risk and develop 
supports for academic achievement (Morales, 2008). Foster youth have been shown to 
have significant attachment problems related to unresolved issues with biological and 
foster care families (Manning, 2008). Foster youth have also been shown to have higher 
levels of emotional reactivity and lower levels of responsibility than non foster youth. 
They also exhibit a lower sense of relatedness than non foster youth. This has been 
attributed to histories of abuse and neglect, failed attempts at family reunification, and 
multiple placements (Harris-Sims, 2006). Former foster youth expressed that they had 
poor support systems while in care. The importance of support mechanisms illustrated in 
this section extends to the education of foster children. The next section of this review 
examines studies related to foster children and their educational experiences. 
Educational Experiences of Foster Youth 
 Foster youth have many and varied educational experiences. Some of those 
experiences are related to interactions between the foster care and educational 
institutions. Other experiences emerge from the condition of being in foster care. By 
applying the theory of academic resilience (Morales, 2008) all of the educational 
experiences of foster youth should be viewed in the context of a foster youth’s ability to 
maintain emotional stability, identify risk, and develop protective factors (support). The 
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following studies contextualize the environments in which foster youth have to 
accomplish this to have academic success.  
 The seminal study of former foster youths’ experiences before and after they left 
the foster care system was conducted by Festinger (1983) and presented in her book, No 
One Ever Asked Us… A Postscript to Foster Care. The Festinger study examined 394 
former foster youth who had been wards of the New York State Department of Social 
Services. The purpose of the study was to investigate the foster care experience by 
examining adult outcomes for former foster youth. Case files of 421 subjects were read 
and coded for over 100 items of background information.  After review, 394 subjects 
were contacted to participate in structured interviews.  Subjects in the study were all 
people discharged from the New York metropolitan foster care system in 1975. They 
ranged in age from 18 to 21 years of age when they were discharged from the system. 
The sample consisted of 161 (58.1%) males and 116 (41.9%) females.  Ethnically, the 
majority of respondents were Black (51.7%), 27.7% White, 19.1% Hispanic, and 1.5% 
Asian. 
 The study compiled a comprehensive range of information regarding the lives of 
the participants including detailed information about the ages and education of the birth 
parents, characteristics of the foster care placements, contacts subjects had with relatives 
while in foster care, and problems subjects experienced while in care. Since all of the 
subjects in the Festinger study had left the foster care system, additional questions were 
asked about their current circumstances, education, employment, contacts with their 
biological and foster families, and troubles they experienced with post foster care life. 
Data in the study were analyzed by using chi-square and ANOVA statistical procedures. 
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 In terms of education, interviews and case records produced limited information 
regarding the participants’ education and the education of their parents. Information was 
available about the education of 172 mothers of participants in the study. Eighteen 
percent were high school graduates with 46% having completed less than the ninth grade. 
Almost 21% of the participants’ mothers had only a 6th grade education. A slightly higher 
percentage of participants’ fathers had completed high school (24%). Over 30% had 
some high school credits yet 30% had not gone farther than grade school. 
 Participants in the study faired better than their biological parents in terms of 
educational attainment. By the time the participants were discharged from the system in 
1975, 40% were high school graduates and 25.7% had completed some college although 
34.6% had yet to finish high school. In analyzing placement characteristics to educational 
attainment, Festinger found that youth placed in foster homes had completed more years 
of schooling than youth placed in group homes. Regardless of placement, women 
received a mean of 12 years of education compared to a mean of 11.5 for men. A much 
larger percent of men (43%) reported some disciplinary action in school as opposed to 
27.4% for women.  
 In examining factors related to educational achievement, several findings 
emerged. A weak positive relationship existed between the biological father’s level of 
education and the participants level of education (r=.27). For participants in group home 
settings, there was a weak negative relationship between age at the time of placement and 
amount of education. Participants who were younger at the time they were placed in 
foster care received less years education (r=.23). Participants who exhibited social, 
emotional, and learning problems completed 10.4 years of schooling as compared to 12.6 
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years for participants without those problems. In examining educational attainment with 
measures of well being used in the study, Festinger (1983) found that participants with 
more education were more involved in their communities by participating in 
organizations. They felt like they had people to support them and were less alienated 
from society. Generally, participants with more education were happier, more optimistic, 
and more content with their lives.  
 One finding was that the relationship between the various aspects of life measured 
was stronger for participants who came from group home settings than foster home 
settings. This difference implied that although group home participants had slightly less 
schooling, they tended to value that educational experience more than participants who 
came from foster homes. When assessing their education and preparation for adulthood, 
the participants’ satisfaction with the usefulness of their education was positively 
correlated with their academic achievement (r=.28) although the correlation was weak. At 
the time they were interviewed, 56% of the participants felt that they had at least met or 
done better than they were expected to do in terms of their education. Additionally, 38% 
were somewhat and 37% were very satisfied with the education they received while in 
foster care. When asked if the pre-discharge education and training they received 
prepared them for pursuing additional schooling or training if they desired, 63.2% 
indicated that the education and training was not adequate. 
 The study identified some significant foster care factors related to educational 
attainment such as age at placement and biological fathers’ educational attainment. The 
well-being measures in the study revealed that participants with more education showed a 
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greater connection to societal protective factors such as involvement in community 
organizations.  
 The main limitation in the study was sample size. Although the overall study 
compiled a comprehensive range of information, the results of the study have limited 
generalizability. The study is important in relationship to the current study in that it gives 
information about the effects of age at first placement and type of placement on academic 
achievement. The findings in the study are also consistent with the current findings of 
Morales (2008) in the sense that students who maintained strong societal protective 
factors tended to be more academically successful.  These societal protective factors were 
investigated by Rosenfeld and Richmond (2003) by looking at the levels of social support 
received by foster and non foster youth in relationship to educational achievement. 
 Rosenfeld and Richman (2003) conducted a study examining social support and 
educational outcomes for children in foster care and their non-foster care peers. The 
purpose of the study was to examine the level of social support received by foster youth 
in relationship to academic achievement. Social support was identified in eight distinct 
categories: listening support, emotional support, emotional challenge support, reality 
confirmation support, task appreciation support, task challenge support, tangible 
assistance support, and personal assistance support.  In their multi state study, 1,209 
middle school students were surveyed to investigate the relationship between level of 
academic risk and foster care placement status to the proportion of students who received 
some type of social support. The level of academic risk and foster care status was also 
examined in relationship to the sources of support the students identified. Lastly, foster 
care status and academic risk were examined in terms of school behavior. To analyze the 
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data the researchers used a chi-square analysis and ANOVA procedures to evaluate the 
survey.  
 Of the 1,209 students in the study 403 of them were identified as being at high 
risk for academic failure based of their participation in the communities in schools (CIS) 
program, an intervention program for youth considered to be at high risk due to low 
academic performance, behavioral problems, family instability, or community instability.  
Both the at-risk and not at risk groups were evenly divided by gender with half being 
male (50.9%, 50.2%) and half female (49.1%, 49.8%).  The majority of the students in 
both groups were either European American (37.6%, 63.6%) or Black (51.5%, 12.8%). 
Black students comprised the majority of the students deemed to be at high risk (51.5%).  
For the at-risk group, most students were either in the 6
th
 or 7
th
 grade (45.9%, 42.2%). 
For the group of students not at risk, the majority were in the 7
th
 and 8
th
 grades (41.2%, 
31%).  A small percentage of students in both groups indicated that they were in foster 
care (5.3%, 2.2%). 
 In conducting their study, Rosenfeld and Richman (2003) used the Social Support 
Survey SSP developed by Richman et al. (1993). This five-point Likert scale survey was 
designed based on the eight aspects of social support previously identified. Results 
indicated that foster care students from both at-risk and not at risk groups had poorer 
attendance rates, lower grades, and more years in school than any other group. 
Additionally, foster care students identified as not at risk received the fewest types of 
social supports of any group.  
 There were some limitations in the study. First, the group of students identified as 
not being at-risk could in fact have contained students that were at risk for academic 
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failure. Second, information regarding why students were at-risk was not collected. 
Understanding the factors related to why students were deemed to be at risk would have 
clarified risk related to participants not in foster care. This study demonstrates the lack of 
social support for foster care students. These findings imply that the types of social 
support identified in the Werner and Smith (1977) study may be lacking in the lives of 
foster youth which could have a direct impact on a foster child’s ability to develop the 
resiliency necessary to be academically successful.  
 This study is important to the current study in that it demonstrates the problems in 
developing support or as Morales (2008) conceptualizes it, developing protective factors 
necessary for academic achievement. The lack of support along with placement 
instability and disrupted education patterns exemplifies the importance of the number of 
placements a child experiences in terms of academic performance. In the current study, 
number of placements has been identified as a possible predictor of high school 
graduation. The educational experiences of foster youth are also shaped by interactions 
between schools and social workers. This area of the foster care experience was 
investigated by Altshuler (2003).  
 Altshuler explored the educational experiences of foster youth by examining 
collaboration between school and social welfare agencies. The purpose of the study was 
to identify barriers and successful practices that affect the educational success of students 
in out-of-home placement. Three focus groups were held in which students, educators, 
and social service caseworkers were in attendance. All of the participants were from an 
urban Midwestern area. Seven students, nine educators, and eight caseworkers 
participated in each of the three 60 minute sessions. Each focus group was guided by a 
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researcher-designed interview protocol which covered five areas. The first area was the 
communications and interactions between school and child welfare personnel. The 
second area was the relationships between foster parents and school and child welfare 
personnel. The third area was the roles of caseworkers and foster parents in foster 
student’s education. The fourth area was the roles of educators and foster parents in foster 
student’s lives (outside of education). The fifth area was the needs of caseworkers, 
students, educators, and foster parents in supporting the educational needs of students in 
foster care. Each focus group was either audio or video taped and transcribed. Themes 
from the transcripts were coded by the researcher and then separately evaluated by an 
independent researcher. 
 Results of the study revealed several disturbing findings in terms of the education 
of foster youth.  The major theme that emerged from the study was that there were many 
barriers to educational success faced by foster youth.  Students in the study reported that 
living in a foster home had a negative effect on their behavior in school. They indicated 
that they did not express their feelings of frustration and anger in the foster home: rather, 
they took out their frustrations and anger at school. Many of the students felt that they 
had no other outlet to express their feelings. Both students and caseworkers expressed 
that the identification of a child as being in foster care had an immediate, stigmatizing 
effect that was associated with negative stereotypes such as behavioral problems. Some 
students expressed frustrations with teachers giving them differential treatment because 
of their foster care status.  
 Caseworkers and educators indicated a lack of trust between educational and child 
welfare agencies which fostered an adversarial relationship between the agencies. 
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Educators expressed frustrations with caseworkers in terms of confidentiality regulations 
that prohibited caseworkers from sharing information with educators about foster 
children.  Educators also expressed frustration with caseworkers in terms of foster status 
notification. Many times educators found out about a student’s foster care status only at 
the point where there was an attempt to contact a parent with regards to a parent-teacher 
conference, medical emergency, or disciplinary action.  
 Both educators and caseworkers identified lack of communication as a major 
barrier to servicing the educational needs of foster youth. Caseworkers felt that educators 
expected them to share all their information about a child even when most of that 
information was confidential, restricted by the court, and not relevant to the educational 
issues they were collaborating about. Both educators and caseworkers complained about 
the lack of communication in terms of students with special education needs. 
Caseworkers were upset with educators for not notifying them about special education 
assessments and Individual Education Plan meetings. Conversely, educators expressed 
frustrations with caseworkers for not contacting them to identify foster children at the 
beginning of the assessment process. Both caseworkers and educators expressed mutual 
distrust in each other’s capacity to support and assist students in foster care. 
 When questioned about what could be done to alleviate some of the difficulties in 
collaboration, caseworkers identified some schools as being more accepting of the role of 
the caseworker in the child’s life. This acceptance made caseworkers and school officials 
more receptive to building trusting and collaborative relationships. Caseworkers also 
indicated a need for them to make attempts to clearly define their roles in relationship to 
the educational needs of the foster youth on their caseloads and communicate that role to 
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school personnel. Participants in all three focus groups expressed the need for educators 
to treat foster children the same as other children they service to mitigate the stigmatizing 
effects of being identified as a foster child. All groups believed that when foster parents 
were involved with the educational needs of their foster children in the same manner a 
biological parent would be involved, the overall educational experiences and outcomes 
for foster youth were much better.   
 Altshuler (2003) identified several areas in which changes could improve the 
educational experiences for foster youth.  Confidentiality and sharing information was 
identified as a major barrier to collaboration. Altshuler argues that laws and mandated 
regarding information sharing need to be changed. Additionally, clear guidelines for 
sharing information between agencies need to be developed with clear explanations about 
why certain information cannot be shared.  The need for individual and cross training was 
identified. Caseworkers and foster parents expressed the need to have a better 
understanding of educational policies and procedures. Educators expressed the need to 
have a better understanding of how to address the specific needs of foster youth they 
serve. All three groups identified the need for more school supports for foster youth such 
as one-on-one tutoring and access to more social services at school. There was also a 
need for a supportive person in the school system who could mentor and advocate for the 
needs of foster youth.  
 There was also the recognition of the detrimental effects of moving a child from 
his/her home school when placed in foster care. Maintaining children in their home 
schools was viewed by all three groups as a way to minimize the disruptive effects of 
foster care placement. Both educators and caseworkers agreed that proactive planning 
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could be an effective way to service foster children. Collaborative planning meetings 
between the agencies were seen to help develop relationships that would facilitate trust 
and communication. Generalizability of this study was limited by the number of 
participants. Nevertheless, the findings of the study are important to the current study in 
contextualizing barriers that foster youth face in trying to acquire institutional support for 
academic success. Identification of the effects of placement instability further builds the 
argument for the effect it has on academic performance in foster youth and highlights the 
importance of number of placements as a potential predictor of high school graduation in 
the current study. 
 Similar to the Altshuler (2003) study, Zetlin, Weinburg, and Shea (2006) 
examined barriers to educational attainment for foster youth in California.  The purpose 
of the study was to bring together people in the foster care system to discuss difficulties 
and suggest solutions to the problems foster youth face in education. Four focus groups 
were conducted which included representatives from the entire spectrum of societal 
support for foster youth including policymakers, researchers, child welfare agencies, 
educational agencies, caregivers, and foster youth. From February to March of 2003, four 
focus groups were conducted in northern, central and southern California. Participants 
were identified through surveys sent to both child welfare and county offices of education 
to identify personnel who were responsible for monitoring the education of foster youth. 
Conversations with these individuals led to invitations being sent to and accepted by 42 
individuals from various constituents related to the education of foster youth. Nine of the 
participants were foster youth themselves.   
66 
 
 
 Focus groups were tape recorded and transcribed and then analyzed for themes 
related to foster care and education. Three researchers independently reviewed the data 
and sorted the responses according to the appropriate themes identified in the literature. 
After the information was coded and themes were agreed upon by the researchers, six 
areas emerged as barriers to the education of foster youth. These areas included 
placement instability, confidentiality, interagency collaboration/coordination, 
accountability/monitoring outcomes, advocacy, records transfer/ information systems, 
and treatment/education programs. 
 Constant movement from one foster care placement to another was identified as a 
major barrier to educational attainment for foster youth. Residential instability had the 
effect of keeping educators and care providers unaware of the academic skill levels of 
children they serviced. Many times the school transfer process was indentified as being 
faulty with delays in transfer enrollment and an accrual of absences and failing classes 
due to children not being checked out of a previous school when their residential 
placement changed.  Mid-semester moves were identified as devastating for high school 
foster youth. Many times a mid-semester residential move resulted in a student not 
receiving proper credit for the classes taken at the old school and an inability for the new 
school to place the student in the appropriate academic classes due to classes already 
being full. Counselors were often times forced to place students in any available class 
regardless of attention to graduation requirements. Many students reported having to take 
a partial schedule due to the lack of available classes. Students in the focus groups often 
complained of not having a high enough GPA to be able to participate in sports and other 
programs that would assist them in developing school protective factors. Some students 
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in the focus groups identified the inability to form these relationships as the reason they 
lacked interest and motivation to attend school. 
 Group home youth were identified as having a heavy reliance on medications and 
inappropriate enrollment in private special education schools.  Many foster youth in the 
focus groups indicated that the emotional problems that they experienced were directly 
related to being in foster care. Some youth revealed that they lived in group homes where 
100% of the residence was on some type of medication. Many argued that counseling and 
mentoring types of emotional support would have been more effective than medication. 
Placement in non-public schools was also viewed by participants as being problematic. 
The on-site schools connected with group homes were seen as having a low level of 
academics, no extracurricular activities, no physical education programs, teachers who 
were not fully credentialed, and mixed age group classes with students from 11 to 17 in 
the same class. The schools were also reported to be lacking in college counseling and 
college preparatory classes. 
 For foster youth in need of special education services, issues of under-
identification and over-identification were raised. Frequent school transfers were seen as 
having the effect of limiting school districts’ ability to identify appropriate needs for 
foster youth, which contributed to foster youth being under-identified for special 
education and related services. Districts were also seen as over-identifying foster youth 
when a lack of general education supports gave districts few choices other than special 
education to meet the needs of foster youth. Some participants expressed concerns related 
to the implementation of special education services with children who had frequent 
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moves.  Schools were seen as being inconsistent in providing IEP services as foster 
children were moved from district to district.  
 Monitoring school records was also identified as a major barrier to the education 
of foster youth. Multiple school transfers in the middle of an academic marking period 
forces school officials to calculate partial credit for students which many were resistant to 
do.  One foster youth participant recalled taking the same class three times at three 
different schools, yet the class never appeared on the student’s transcript. For foster youth 
with frequent school transfers, a lack of a uniform system of collecting and tracking 
school records was identified as a major barrier to foster students’ education. 
 Lack of accountability was identified as a barrier to education for foster youth. 
Because educators, social workers, group home providers, and courts are all involved in 
the lives of foster youth, participants expressed the idea that everybody and nobody was 
responsible for monitoring the educational needs of foster children. There were also 
issues related to educational rights identified. When a child is placed in foster care, the 
educational rights of the parents can be maintained, limited, or terminated. School district 
participants expressed problems related to notification of educational rights when the 
school district needs a parental signature to authorize services especially related to the 
IEP. Many participants expressed frustration in trying to identify who held educational 
rights for students in foster care. 
 Lack of interagency collaboration and coordination were also seen as barriers to 
education for youth in foster care.  Relationships between social services and educational 
agencies were characterized by participants as being dysfunctional and bureaucratic. 
There is no statewide standard on how services should be coordinated. This issue was 
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addressed by participants. Both the social services and education participants viewed the 
other’s system as too complicated to be understood by outsiders. An example of this was 
given in terms of Los Angeles County where there are 80 different school districts with 
elected school boards servicing foster children from one county child welfare department. 
The same dilemma about the plethora of educational agencies was expressed in terms of 
confidentiality. Many school district officials were not clear on what information they 
could share with social services agencies without parental consent. Subsequently, 
participants expressed frustrations with a lack of uniformity in the process of sharing 
information. 
 As a result of the focus group study, nine recommendations were made by study 
participants to address the barriers to education for foster youth. These recommendations 
were: (a) maintaining foster youth in their school of origin, (b) designation of educational 
liaisons responsible for monitoring foster youths’ education, (c) including educators as 
members of intake teams for foster youth, (d) requiring foster youth to attend early 
childhood education programs, (e) more careful monitoring of medication given to foster 
youth, (f) more careful consideration when placing foster youth in NPS schools, (g) 
expansion of existing statewide foster care information systems to include more 
educational data, (h) ensuring consistency across recordkeeping databases being 
developed by individual counties, and (i) extension of federal and state funding to cover 
foster youth past the age of 19 if they have not graduated from high school. 
 Sample size limited the generalizability of the study results; however these results 
indicate a similar dynamic in the California foster care system as in other areas of the 
country where similar studies were conducted (e.g. Altshuler, 2003). This study is 
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important in identifying barriers and solutions to foster youth’s educational experiences 
in California as the sample in the current study are California foster youth. Additionally, 
this study provides insights on the effects of placement instability on foster youth. The 
barriers of lack of accountability and inconsistent transfer and recording of school 
records, place foster youth’s in the position of having no identified person to turn to for 
academic support through multiple school transfers. This study contextualizes the 
conditions of foster care education in California. Contextualizing the conditions in which 
the current study was conducted in is invaluable in understanding the results of the study. 
Institutional barriers to academic achievement also include placement decisions made by 
social workers. The next study in this review examines placement as a predictor of 
academic achievement.  
 Shin (2003) used five standardized instruments to explore predictors of reading 
ability for foster youth. The purpose of the study was to determine whether placement 
characteristics predict educational outcomes for foster youth. A random sample of 400 
youth between the ages of 16.5 and 17.5 years of age were selected from the 2,415 foster 
children within that age range who were wards of the Illinois Department of Children and 
Family Services.  Demographically, 51% of the participants were females, 49% were 
African American, 28% were White, and 4% were Hispanic. Thirty-eight percent of the 
participants resided in relative homes, 24% in foster homes, 27% were in group homes or 
institutional care, and 11% were in independent living arrangements. The average age of 
the foster youth in the study was 17.5 years and they had an average of eight years in out-
of-home placement. Over half of the participants were in the 12
th
 grade or higher (53%). 
Thirty-six percent were in the 11
th
 grade and 11% were in the 10
th
 grade. 
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 In conducting the study, the researcher developed a questionnaire to solicit 
information about the youths’ educational experiences while in foster care. The 
questionnaire included various measurement scales such as the Mental Health Inventory 
(Viet & Ware, 1983), the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (Zimet, 
Dahlem, Zimet, & Farley, 1988), the Child Health and Illness Profile (Starfield et al., 
1995), and the Wide Range Achievement Test Revised (WRAT-R) (Jastak & Wilkinson, 
1984).  
 Educational success was measured by the participants’ level of reading skill. A 
multiple regression analysis was conducted examining variables related to participants’ 
individual characteristics, placement experiences, educational performance, and academic 
achievement. A bivariate analysis was conducted to investigate possible correlations 
between individual and placement characteristics and reading ability. Lastly, backward 
regression models were used determine if there were significant predictors of reading 
ability for foster youth. 
 Results indicated that foster youth exhibited inconsistent or disrupted education 
patterns, difficulties in completing educational tasks, and significantly lower educational 
achievement.  Thirty-four percent of the foster youth in the study reported receiving 
special education services. Over one-third (31%), reported having dropped out of school 
within the two years preceding the study. Thirty-three percent read at a 6
th
 grade level or 
below, and 31% read between the 6
th
 and 8
th
 grade levels. Eighteen percent were reading 
at high school levels, and another 18% had 12
th
 grade or above reading levels. 
 Reading skill levels were moderately correlated with participants’ aspirations for 
higher education (r=.49) and problem solving skills (r=.28). There were also significant 
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correlations between reading skills and mental health areas of life satisfaction, positive 
affect, and emotional ties with others. Special education had a moderate negative 
correlation with reading skills although positive school experiences and extracurricular 
activities correlated positively with reading skills. In terms of predicting educational 
competence, placement in kinship (with relatives), and educational aspirations were the 
only significant predictors of educational competence accounting for 38% of the variance 
in reading skills.  
 The study had two main limitations. Generalizability of the study was affected by 
the authors’ identification of state differences in child welfare policies. The study was 
also limited by the use of reading skill level and special education as indicators of 
academic achievement. Reading skill levels and special education might give a 
perspective on academic achievement but does not give an overall achievement 
perspective. In the current study, both academic achievement and effects of special 
education was measured by high school graduation. Findings of the Shin (2003) study 
tend to validate aspects of the resiliency cycle theorized by Morales (2008). Foster youth 
placed with relatives do not experience the same degree of disruption in terms of family 
protective factors as foster youth placed outside of the family. Additionally, the 
individual aspirations for academic achievement can be situated in the hub of emotional 
intelligence which is at the core of the resiliency cycle theory.  
 This study has two important connections to the current study. First, it is one of 
the few studies in which foster care placement characteristics were used as predictors of 
academic achievement. Second, special education was examined and confirmed as a 
predictor of academic achievement.  Both placement characteristics and special education 
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are predictor variables in the current study. Foster care placement has also been 
investigated in terms of leaving the foster care system and re-entering the system at a 
later time.  
 The Evans (2004) study examines the relationship between re-entry rates and 
academic achievement in foster youth. Evans explored the impact of multiple re-entries 
on academic achievement of students in foster care. The purpose of the study was to 
determine whether achievement characteristics of foster youth change based on the 
number of times they re-enter the foster care system. Participants in the study consisted 
of 392 Arkansas children six years old or older who entered the foster care system 
between 1997 and 2002. Over half (57.7 %) of the participants were female. Fifty-nine 
percent were White, 34% were African American, 3% were Hispanic, and the remainder 
were either multiracial or of another ethnic background.  Of the 392 participants in the 
study, all had left and re-entered the system at least once and 17 had re-entered the 
system twice. None of the participants had three or more re-entries.  Each participant was 
demographically matched with two control students who had only a single foster care 
entry.  For each participant in the study, one of the matched students who had no re-
entries comprised a member of the initial control group. The other matched students 
comprised of the re-entry control group. The re-entry control group was the same as the 
initial control group except the date of entry into foster care matched or was similar to the 
date of re-entry of the experimental group. 
 In conducting the study medical and psychological evaluations were administered 
which included reviews of developmental, school, social services, emotional/behavioral 
records, and psychoeducational test of  intelligence and academic achievement. Multiple 
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regression, analysis of variance, and t-tests were conducted in analyzing achievement 
data.  
 Several results were revealed in terms of students who re-entered the system. 
Females re-entered into care more than males. More African Americans re-entered the 
system and less Caucasians than would have been predicted by state census data.  The 
primary reason for re-entry was abandonment or court order. There were no significant 
differences between the experimental and control groups in terms of achievement or IQ.  
There was a significant correlation between lower average achievement at the initial 
foster care placement and receipt of special education services, grade retention at re-
entry, and minority race status. This means that students who were in special education, 
had been retained a grade, or were of a minority race entered foster care with lower 
academic achievement. Overall, this study implies that multiple re-entries into the foster 
care system do not improve or impede academic achievement in foster youth. One of the 
major limitations to the study was the short duration of time examined in the study. 
Another limitation was that the data in the study only come from one state. Both of these 
issues limit the ability to generalize the results to different populations and re-entry trends 
over time.  
 This study gives an important perspective to the current study.  Re-entry rates 
could confound the predictive validity of the variables related to placement 
characteristics in the current study. In other words, when examining the number of 
placements a foster youth experiences, these placements might be a result of exits and re-
entries into the system. If multiple re-entries affected academic achievement, this would 
have to be addressed so that predictive validity based on number of placements would not 
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be confounded by number of re-entries. The results of Evans (2004) indicate that re-entry 
rates should not have an effect on academic achievement as indicated by high school 
graduation.  
 Barriers to educational attainment studied by Altshuler (2003) and Zetlin, 
Weinburg, and Kimm (2006), depict the unstable environments in which foster care 
youth are educated in. Both studies illustrate problems in the family and societal 
protective factors necessary for academic achievement as theorized by Morales (2008) 
and identified for foster youth by Festinger (1983).  These problems have had an impact 
on the academic achievement of foster youth as identified by Shin (2003) and in other 
current studies related to the academic achievement of foster youth (Evans, 2004). For 
foster youth receiving special education services, difficulties in academic achievement 
increase exponentially. 
Special Education and Foster Youth 
 From the mid 1900s when private social services agencies began to place children 
who were difficult to live with or who had special needs into foster care homes, special 
education and foster care have been inextricably linked. This section reviews current 
literature related to special education and foster youth. 
 The educational experiences of foster children were investigated through a meta-
analysis of special education, retention, and discipline rates (Scherr, 2007). In conducting 
the study, 31 studies were examined to address the question of the educational status of 
foster children in comparison to their peers living at home. Education status was 
examined through identification of the most prevalent measures that were found in the 
literature. These measures were special education eligibility, grade failures/retentions, 
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and suspensions/expulsions. Participants in the study were defined as youth aged birth 
through 21 who met the standards for either special education or foster care service 
provisions or both.  
 The combined sample size from all studies was 14,754 foster youth compared 
with 1,796,516 non foster children. In this study, participants were selected based on 
living in a foster home. Children in group homes, detention, and residential facilities were 
not examined. The researcher argued that the restrictiveness of those placements related 
to students with more complicated psychological needs in that they could not be 
maintained in less restrictive environments. Because of this, 30 of the studies initially 
reviewed were rejected for the meta-analysis. A coding form and coding manual were 
created in alignment with meta-analytic procedure. Reliability of the form was addressed 
by pilot coding two of the studies. A software program for computing single variable 
relationships was used to determine effect sizes. Tests for statistical significance for each 
of the three outcome variables were conducted. 
 Results of the study produced four meta-analytic results.  Youth in foster care 
were five times as likely as their peers to be in need of special education services.  
Similarly, in terms of grade retention, foster children in the study were seven times more 
likely to be retained at least one grade level than were their non-foster care counterparts. 
Foster care youth were also three times more likely than their peers to have had a 
suspension or expulsion.  
 This Scherr (2007) study had two limitations. First, in conducting a meta-analysis 
it is virtually impossible to know if all relevant studies were included in the analysis 
especially unpublished research reports. Second, only studies published in English were 
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included. This limits generalizability to English speaking countries with similar foster 
care systems as found in the United States. The Scherr (2007) study has one major link to 
the current study in terms of special education. The finding that foster youth are five 
times as likely to be in need of special education services clearly supports inclusion of 
special education as a predictor variable in the current study. These findings indicate a 
relationship between the foster care experience and the impacts of that experience on the 
educational needs of foster youth. These experiences and the attitudes related to foster 
youth in special education are presented in the remainder of this review. 
 Geenen and Powers (2006) compared foster youth receiving special education 
services and foster youth receiving general education services in relationship to academic 
achievement. The purpose of the study was to examine the extent to which academic 
achievement for foster care youth receiving special education services differs from 
children who received only foster care or only special education services. They examined 
extant school data from 327 students ages 13 to 21 who attended school in a large urban 
school district in Oregon.  Participants in the study were selected based on data provided 
by the Oregon Division of Human Services Child Welfare (DHS), the Oregon Youth 
Authority (OYA), and the school district involved in the study.  All foster youth 
including those involved with the juvenile justice system were identified based on their 
zip codes falling within the boundaries of the school district under study.  Participants 
were divided into four groups: foster care only (n=88), special education only (n=81), 
foster care and special education (n=70), and general education only (n=88).  A stratified 
sampling approach was used in determining the special education only group in an 
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attempt to mirror the special education sample in the combined special education and 
foster care group. 
 The participants in the study were 59.6% male. One hundred seventy-six of the 
participants were White, 109 were African American, 16 were Hispanic, 16 were Asian, 
and 10 were Native American. The foster care group was over-represented by African 
Americans which were noted by the researchers to be consistent with national statistics 
identifying the same over-representation across the country.  Variables related to foster 
care, academic achievement, and special education were examined. These variables 
included type of placement and time in placement for foster care. Academic achievement 
variables included GPA, days absent, credits towards graduation, schools attended, 
grades retained, and performance on standardized state math and reading test.  For special 
education, variables related to the type and level of placement restrictiveness were 
included such as regular class or resource room, self-contained class, public separate 
school, private separate school and residential treatment, or hospital school. Variables in 
the study were analyzed through analysis of variance (ANOVA) and analysis of 
covariance (ANCOVA) procedures. 
 Results of the study indicated that youths in the foster care and special education 
group had significantly lower GPAs than the general education group and had earned 
significantly fewer credits towards graduation in comparison to the same group. Both 
groups that contained special education students had significantly lower test scores on the 
state reading and math test than the general education group with the foster care and 
special education group significantly underperforming the foster care only and general 
education only groups on the state test. Foster youths in special education also changed 
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schools significantly more than youths in the special education only and general 
education only groups. In examining special education placement, 30% of foster care 
special education students had the most restrictive types of special education placements 
as compared to 15% in the special education only group.  
 In terms of the impact of foster care on academic performance, the number of 
foster care placements had a weak negative correlation with GPA (r =-.14, p≤ .05) and 
standardized math test scores. In other words, the more placements a foster child had, the 
lower their GPA and standardized math test scores tended to be. There was also a 
significant difference in the number of placements between foster care special education 
students and foster care only students with foster care special education students having 
more placements.  
 The study was important because it compared and contrasted youth in and out of 
foster care and students with and without special needs. Findings in the study emphasize 
foster care placement as a risk to academic achievement. Additionally, the negative 
correlations between the number of placements and academic achievement variables 
tends to support the academic resiliency cycle theorized by Morales (2008) in terms of a 
student’s ability to identify and develop protective factors in an unstable school and 
residential environment. Because of the complexities in comparing foster care and special 
education groups, this study had a few limitations. First, some youth in the foster care 
only group could have had unidentified disabilities. Second, the sample was from one 
urban school district which limits generalizability of the results. Third, the special 
education groups may have varied due to the nature and severity of the disability that 
designated students for special education services.  
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 This study has some important connections to the current study. First, the results 
indicate that foster youth who receive special education services under-perform foster 
youth who do not receive special education services. This finding underlies the need for 
students who receive special education services to be identified in the current study. 
Additionally, since the special education group underperformed the general education 
group, special education status had the potential to be a powerful predictor of high school 
graduation in the current study.  
 One of the issues related to academic achievement for special needs foster youth 
deals with social supports to education in the form of special education teachers and 
foster parents. This issue was examined in a study conducted by Palladino (2006). 
Palladino explored special education teachers’ attitudes and experiences related to 
collaboration with foster parents of special needs foster youth.  The purpose of the study 
was to obtain a better picture of foster parents’ involvement in the special education 
matters of the children in their care. This area was explored by looking at how special 
education teachers conducted IEP and related meetings with foster parents, how 
consistent communication occurred between special education teachers and foster parents 
between meetings, how teachers viewed their collaboration with foster parents, and what 
recommendations they would make for teacher education programs in terms of teacher 
collaboration with foster parents.  
 A qualitative case study approach was used in which seven high school special 
education teachers of youth in foster care were purposely selected from a large urban 
school district. Participants were selected based on the special education service delivery 
model they used including teachers of students with emotional/behavioral disorders, 
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moderate to severe learning disabilities, and teachers in alternative placement settings 
such as hospitals and alternative school programs. Data were collected by conducting 
semi-structured interviews with each of the seven participants. Each interview was 
recorded and transcribed and then analyzed for themes related to the research inquiry.  
 Results of the study revealed that three of the seven participants reported no foster 
parent engagement at all. Most participants indicated a total lack of awareness of students 
in foster care and their providers.  Some participants indicated a lack of understanding of 
the foster care system and blamed that lack of knowledge on the preservice teacher 
training programs they went through. Two participants made concerted efforts to involve 
foster parents based on their tenure status and level of experience dealing with foster 
families. Many participants viewed their collaboration with foster parents as one-sided 
with the special education teacher in control.   
 One area of collaboration mentioned was in relationship to behavior resolution. 
Much of the behavior resolution collaboration was related to minimalizing disciplinary 
actions and securing students’ placement in transitional vocational programs. Although 
the Palladino (2006) study was limited in terms of participants, which limits 
generalizability, it reveals communication and training deficits for special education 
teachers with regards to their foster care families. This lack of communication and 
understanding of foster care has been cited earlier (Altshuler, 2003; Zetlin, Weinburg, & 
Shea, 2006) in its role of creating an adverse stigmatism towards foster youth that inhibits 
foster youth’s ability to develop protective factors. This study is important in relationship 
to the current study in that it demonstrates a lack of social support in special education 
settings that has been identified as crucial to academic success for foster youth 
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(Rosenfeld & Richmond, 2003).  Results of the study also increase the understanding and 
potential for special education as a predictor of high school graduation in the current 
study.  
 Identifying challenges and needs for foster youth receiving special education 
services is the aim of the next study in this review. Zetlin (2006) used focus groups to 
explore the experiences of foster youth with the special education system.  The purpose 
of the exploratory study was to gain a better understanding of the problems and needs of 
foster youth within the special education system. These focus groups consisted of 
representatives from all areas of child welfare in California including current and former 
foster youth, state and local educational agencies, judicial officers, attorneys, and county 
child welfare agencies. The number and demographic details about the participants was 
not given. In conducting the study, discussions were transcribed and submitted to a 
content analysis to examine patterns explaining regularities between responses. Using 
three independent coders, five major themes emerged: (a) the over-representation of 
foster children in special education, (b) the under-identification of foster children in 
special education, (c) issues related to the IEP, (d) problems related to special education 
procedures, and (e) problems related to foster children’s enrollment in private special 
education schools. 
 Focus group participants in the study identified the over-representation of foster 
youth in special education as a problem. Somewhere between one-half to one third of 
foster youth are placed in special education as compared to ten percent of the general 
student population. Participants’ ideas about this inequity centered around the lack of 
general education supports for failing students and referrals for special education based 
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on the desire for a child to be placed in a particular group home which required 
enrollment in an on-site special education school. Under-identification was also 
considered to be problematic. Participants’ believed that the under-identification problem 
was related to the high levels of residential moves and school transfers experienced by 
foster children.  Because of frequent school transfers, learning problems were seen as less 
likely to be identified. Many participants believed that because of under-identification, 
the true number of foster children needing special education services could be much 
higher than the number currently being served. Participants expressed views on the 
problems related to foster children’s IEPs.  Many times, schools are not informed of 
students’ foster care status and did not know whether the parent’s educational rights had 
been limited or terminated by the court. Participants expressed frustration with process 
delays in determining who has the rights to sign for special education assessment, 
services, and amendments to existing IEPs.  
 Process delays were also a concern when the court ordered school districts to 
assign a surrogate parent to act on behalf of the child in special education. Foster care 
providers and relative caregiver participants also expressed frustration about the lack of 
information they received regarding the services and special education rights students 
were entitled to under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. Special education 
procedures were also problematic. When a child with an IEP changes school districts, the 
law requires the new school district to conduct an IEP meeting within 30 days to insure a 
continuity of placement and services for the child. Participants expressed concerns that 
there was no one person responsible for monitoring those transitions and that many foster 
youth with special needs were being placed on independent home study or in alternative 
84 
 
 
educational settings when a new school could not meet the needs of the student at a 
traditional school location.  
 Some participants expressed concerns about the placement of foster children in 
private special education schools or non-public schools (NPS). Many of those schools 
were viewed as inferior to public schools due to the lack of credentialed teachers, the 
low-level of the academic curriculum, the wide age and grade levels of student in the 
same classroom, and the lack of educational resources accessible to students in the non-
public school setting. Additionally, non-public school placement was seen as a one-way 
door in which foster children entered and could never exit.  
 The study gives critical insights into how the complexities of foster care impact 
the ability of community and family protective factors to develop and function on behalf 
of foster children with special needs. Many of those insights confirm the assertions of 
Geenen and Powers (2006) that both special education and foster care status place 
students at higher risk due to negative impacts related to interfacing between child 
welfare and education systems.  The generalizability of this study is limited because of 
the small amount of participants. Generalizability was also compromised because all of 
the participants were in California linking them to school and foster care systems in 
California. These limitations make this study very important to the current study. Not 
only does the Zetlin (2006) study demonstrate the problems related to academic support 
mechanisms for special needs foster youth, it further exemplifies the need for special 
education to be examined as a predictor of high school graduation in the current study. 
Additionally, since the population of both studies is California foster youth, special 
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education results of the current study were easier to evaluate in the context of the Zetlin 
(2006) study.  
 To address academic achievement of foster youth in Los Angeles County, a study 
was conducted examining the effect of having an educational liaison advocate for the 
academic needs of foster youth. Zetlin, Weinberg, and Kimm (2004) examined 
educational outcomes for California children in foster care. The purpose of the study was 
to determine if intervention by an educational liaison had an effect on the academic 
performance of foster youth. Their experimental design consisted of sixty control and 
sixty treatment cases of current foster youth. Data were collected from school records 
including GPA, math and reading achievement scores, attendance reports, special 
education status, and the number of schools attended during the two year study period 
(1997-1999).  Control group cases were randomly selected from a baseline list of cases 
selected from a DCFS office that was comparable to the office that the experimental 
cases were collected from. The experimental cases were selected from a list of cases 
being serviced by an education liaison. Subjects in the treatment group ranged in age 
from 5 years 4 months to 17 years 1 month. Control group ages ranged from 5 years 11 
months to 16 year 11 months. Of the treatment group, 13 were in elementary school, 22 
in middle school, and 20 in high school. Thirty-four subjects in the control group were in 
elementary school, 11 in middle school, and 14 in high school. In terms of school 
placement, 68% of the treatment group was in special education as compared to 41% of 
the control group. Between 9% and 11% of both groups were either in a non-public 
school placement or a residential school. 
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 The educational liaison in the study was an educational specialist assigned to 
assist social workers in facilitating the educational needs of the students on their 
caseloads. Most of the duties of the educational specialist related to assisting social 
workers in resolving complex educational issues that they could not resolve. Many of the 
issues brought to the educational specialist were regarding inability to obtain school 
records, refusal to enroll a child in school, inappropriate denial of special education 
eligibility, failure to provide special education services, and inappropriate expulsion and 
suspension procedures. 
 Zetlin, Weinburg, and Kimm (2004) used a nested analysis of variance (ANOVA) 
approach to examine treatment effects of the education liaisons intervention in 
relationship to GPA, math and reading achievement scores, daily attendance, and number 
of schools attended during the study period.  Results indicated significant differences 
between groups in terms of pre and post test mean reading and math scores. The control 
group had higher mean pretest scores on both math and reading test, yet no statistically 
significant differences were found between groups in the mean posttest math and reading 
scores. This indicated that while the control group started with higher mean scores, 
interventions by the education liaison increased the experimental groups’ mean posttest 
scores to be similar to the control group post test mean scores. Another significant 
finding was that the experimental group had a significantly higher amount of students 
receiving special education services.  
 This study had three main limitations. First, the analysis could not identify 
specific strategies or actions of the education liaisons to determine specific things that 
affected academic achievement. Second, the treatment and control samples were from 
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similar but not equivalent populations. Many of the students served by an education 
liaison were referred to the service because of serious academic issues. The control group 
cases were sampled from the general population of foster youth.  
 This study has an important relationship to the current study. Results of this study 
reveal that an education liaison in the capacity of a community protective factor can have 
a positive impact on the educational outcomes of foster youth. Interestingly, much of the 
advocacy and services provided by the education liaisons in this study were completely 
unknown to the student involved. This tends to imply that societal protective factors 
outside of those acquired and utilized by resilient students in the resiliency cycle model 
can have a positive effect on academic achievement. This also implies that other 
community factors can have an impact on foster youths’ education such as decisions 
made by social workers about placements for foster youth.  
 This section of the review demonstrates the importance of special education as a 
variable related to academic achievement in foster youth.  Research presented in this 
section shows that foster youth with special education needs have multiple barriers to 
academic achievement. Youth in foster care were five times more likely to need special 
education services that their non foster care peers. Foster youth were also found to be 
seven times more likely to be retained a grade (Scherr, 2007). Foster youth in special 
education programs had significantly lower GPAs and had earned significantly fewer 
credits towards graduation than foster youth receiving no special education services 
(Geenen & Powers, 2006). Foster care providers were minimally involved with the 
special education needs of the children in their care (Palladino, 2006). Foster care 
children also face academic achievement barriers such as over and under representation 
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in special education programs, process delays, and frequent school transfers. Many of 
these barriers are process related and had little to do with a child’s disability. Combining 
the foster care and school institutional barriers with the disability related challenges to 
academic achievement creates conditions that may have a tremendous effect on high 
school graduation within the foster care population. The next section of this review 
focuses on studies related to high school graduation and foster youth.  
Foster Youth and High School Graduation 
 From the seminal study of foster care experiences conducted by Festinger (1983), 
some studies have examined the educational experiences of foster youth in relationship to 
high school graduation. Most studies that report information about high school graduation 
for foster youth examine graduation as a component of adult outcomes for that 
population.  
 Jones and Moses (1984) conducted a study of former foster children in West 
Virginia. The purpose of the study was to examine adjustment into the community and 
adult functioning of former foster youth. In their analysis they identify five dimensions of 
foster care. These dimensions included age of entry into foster care, years in foster care, 
number of placements (residence), number of facilities, type of facility, and age at exit 
from foster care. Although not characterized as “dimensions of foster care” in most 
studies, those variables form the foundation of the foster care institutional variables used 
in most studies of foster youth and in the current study. Their study interviewed 328 
former foster youth using a 44-page pre-coded interview schedule that explored areas 
such as marital and parenthood status, household composition, employment, income, 
health, criminal activity, foster care history and experience, independent living 
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preparation, quality of foster care services, current emotional-social functioning, and 
education. Of the study participants 166 were male and 150 were female; 290 participants 
were White and 23 were Black. Data in this study were analyzed by using a one way 
analysis of variance (ANOVA) procedure. 
 In terms of education, 63% of the respondents had completed high school or an 
equivalency program. Seven percent reported going on to college. Respondents in this 
study had a median of 11.5 years of schooling completed in comparison to the 12.5 year 
average for all West Virginians. When asked about how they did in school, 74% reported 
either fair or good. Forty-four percent reported that they were where they expected they 
would be in terms of their educational attainment. More than half (60%) of the 
respondents planned to obtain more schooling or training. Results of the West Virginia 
study concluded that foster youth had less years of schooling and lower high school 
graduation rates than their non foster care peers. This implies that the foster care 
experience has a negative effect on high school graduation. In this study the original 
sample consisted of 629 subjects. Because of attrition in the sample, 328 subjects were in 
the final analysis. This reduction in the sample decreased generalizability of the results of 
the study. Additionally, the sample came from a very homogenous non-urban area of 
West Virginia with the overwhelming number of participants being White. This also 
affects generalizability of the study to urban, ethnically diverse communities. This study 
is important in terms of the current study because it operationalizes the institutional 
variables of foster care. The variables of time in placement, type of placement, number of 
placements, entry age, and exit age from the Jones and Moses study are most of the key 
predictive variables examined in the current study.  
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 Adult outcomes of former foster youth have also been examined in the context of 
consumer satisfaction. Foster youth have indicated mixed opinions of satisfaction with 
their experiences in foster care. Consumer satisfaction measures were used to explore 
perceptions of former foster youth who had been in long-term foster care by Wedeven et 
al. (1997). The purpose of the study was to explore the positive and negative experiences 
of foster youth while in care.  Participants included 69 former foster youth who were 
alumni of the Boise Division of the Casey Family Foster Care Program. A survey 
instrument was developed by staff, alumni, current foster youth, and an advisory 
committee with oversight from the Casey Headquarters Research Department. The 
survey focused on participants’ negative and positive experiences in foster care, turning 
points in their lives, knowledge of agency resources, their desired and actual life paths, 
suggestions for agency improvement, and advice for youth currently in care. Data in the 
study were analyzed by reporting response percentages to the survey questions. 
 Respondents in the study were from 17 to 35 years of age with an average age of 
21.1 years. The average time in placement for respondents was 6.8 years. Roughly half 
(52%) of participants were male. The majority of the participants were Caucasian (80%), 
the remaining were Native American (6%), Hispanic (6%), African American (5%), and 
Asian American (4%). Half (50%) of participants were single and over half (52%) 
reported having children. 
 A significant finding in the study was that 79.6% of participants reported having a 
high school diploma and an additional 11.8% reported having a GED for a total high 
school completion rate of 91.4%. This rate was higher than the average graduation rate in 
the same demographic region of Idaho which was 90%. Fifty-six percent of participants 
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reported that they had pursued some education beyond high school, and many alumni 
(81%) had college or career aspirations. Although the graduation rates for foster youth in 
this study were similar to graduation rates in the demographic region, the researchers in 
this study give no indication of how high school graduation was verified other than being 
self-reported on the survey.   
 When asked about their positive and negative experiences while in foster care, 
over half (53%) reported having a good stable placement with a foster family, a sense of 
belonging, or a good relationship with a foster parent as the most positive experience. In 
terms of negative experiences, 38% of respondents reported conflicts and difficulties with 
foster families or having to leave or change foster families as most negative. Twelve 
percent of respondents reported having to adjust to new foster families as most difficult. 
Almost half (47%) of respondents reported having no regrets or resentments with being 
in the Casey Foster Program. Of participants who expressed regrets, the regret expressed 
most often was not doing well in school, continuing with education, or going to college 
(16%). In examining turning points in participant’s lives, having a child was most 
frequently mentioned followed by entering or graduation from an educational or 
vocational program. This study implies that despite having experiences related to abuse 
and neglect, foster youth reported an overall favorable view of their foster care 
experience. Although not stated as such, part of this positive view might be related to the 
high graduation rates of participants in the study.  
 This study had two limitations. First, only one researcher analyzed the open-
ended questions on the survey. This precludes inter-rater reliability. Second, high school 
graduation rates were self-reported which limits the reliability of graduation rates 
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reported in the study. The Wedeven et al. (1997) study is important to the current study in 
a few important ways. First, it exemplifies the negative impact of placement changes to 
the perceptions foster youths have about their experiences in care. It also demonstrates 
the difficulties in interpreting responses in terms of high school graduation when it was 
not a truly reliable outcome measure in the study.  To gain the best insights about 
academic outcomes in foster youth, examining that performance by matching foster and 
non-foster youth is important. The next study in this review compares foster and non-
foster youth in relationship to high school graduation. 
 Blome (1997) examined the educational experiences of foster youth by analyzing 
a matched group of foster and non-foster youth (N=334) in terms of high school 
graduation. The purpose of the study was to investigate high school and post high school 
experiences of a group of foster care youth and a matched group of youth living with at 
least one parent.  Existing national longitudinal data were used from the High School and 
Beyond Survey administered through the U.S. Department of Education from 1980 
through 1986.  To analyze the data a group of 167 foster youth were identified and were 
matched with a non-foster youth who had also participated in the study. Percentages were 
then compared between groups based on high school completion rates, the amount of 
time a subject moved since the fifth grade, the amount of guardian help with homework 
given, and whether subjects had or were taking any college courses. Using a matched 
comparison group method reduced the potential for differences related to academic 
ability, race, or gender. No other demographically identifying information was provided 
by the researcher.  
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 Foster youth were found to drop out of school at much higher rates than non-
foster youth. Thirty-seven percent of the foster youth in the study had dropped out of 
school before the data collection process in comparison to 16% of non foster youth. 
Sixty-three percent of foster youth had graduated from high school as opposed to 84% of 
non foster youth.  In examining performance during high school, twice as many foster 
youth reported serious trouble with legal authorities as non foster youth. In comparing 
parental monitoring of homework, 89% of non foster youth indicated that their mothers 
assisted them with homework as compared to 70% of foster mothers. Fifteen percent of 
foster youth had been enrolled in college preparatory classes compared to 32% of non 
foster youth. In terms of school stability, more than twice as many foster youth than non 
foster youth had changed schools three or more times since the fifth grade. Eighty percent 
of the non foster youth had never changed schools since the fifth grade. Foster youth 
lived more independently in their senior year of high school with 20% on their own as 
compared to 3% of non foster youth.  
 Blome (1997) recommended that in order to address neglect given to the 
educational component of foster care, foster care providers should be trained to monitor 
foster youth’s educational performance. Another suggestion was that social workers track 
youths’ progress in school and facilitate birth parent involvement in educational decisions 
and at school functions even in cases where reunification with the biological parents was 
no longer the goal. Limitations in this study include lack of information regarding foster 
care history and familial histories for each group. Another major limitation is that high 
school graduation is self-reported. This limits the reliability of high school graduation as 
a measure of academic achievement. This study is important to the current study in that it 
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demonstrates differences in graduation for foster and non-foster youth. It also confirms 
the importance of educational support systems such as social workers and care providers 
in the academic success for foster youth. All of the recommendations made by Blome 
(1997) are consistent with improving access to protective factors for foster children. 
 Comparing foster and non foster youth gives some insights into differences in 
high school graduation rates. Mech and Fung (1999) examined high school graduation for 
foster youth in relationship to types of foster care placements. The purpose of the study 
was to investigate the relationship between measures of placement restrictiveness and 
educational achievement in emancipated foster youth. In a two phase study, information 
was collected from 171 former foster youth in the state of Illinois. Phase one information 
was collected when participants were age 18 and phase two information was collected at 
age 21. Participants were identified through a list generated from the Illinois child 
welfare database. Participants were selected based on being between the ages of 17 and 
19 and who were preparing for independent living and emancipation. Phase one 
information included measures of cognitive competence related to independent living 
skills and information related to future contacts with friends and family. Three years 
later, phase two information was collected through interviews and placement information 
from state agency records. Demographic information for phase one and phase two 
participants was presented in relationship to the majority of the follow up group which 
was White (63%) and female (68%). A majority (79%) of participants in phase one were 
able to be contacted for phase two of the study. 
 In conducting the study, Mech and Fung (1999) used ROLES (Hawkins et al., 
1992), a rank-order scale developed to measure placement restrictiveness for child 
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welfare populations. In the ROLES scale, placement restrictiveness is measured in 12 
increments with the lowest level of restrictiveness being 1-independent living followed 
by 2-home of parent, 3-home of relative, 4- regular foster home, 5- specialized foster 
home, 6-group home, 7-shelter, 8-residential institution, 9- medical hospital, 10-
psychiatric facility, 11-detention facility, and 12- Jail/Correctional facility. Because 
participants moved through various levels of placement, three methods were used to 
calculate placement restrictiveness. In the first model, the predominant type of placement 
was used to calculate restrictiveness. In the second model, different placement types were 
weighted to determine a cumulative placement restrictiveness score. In the third model, a 
proportion of time in the main three placement types was used to develop a placement 
restrictiveness score. Educational achievement was measured by examining highest grade 
level attained and a 300-point educational achievement scale. Information used to scale 
students was based on self-reported interview data collected in phase two.  
 Results based on chi-square test of association indicated that placement 
restrictiveness was associated with educational levels and were statistically significant 
using method 1 and method 3 of measuring restrictiveness. This means that if placement 
restrictiveness was measured either by predominant placement type or the proportion of 
time a youth spent in the top three types of placement they were in, educational 
achievement was significantly affected.  Using either significant model the results 
indicated that the percentage of foster youth who had failed to complete high school 
increased as placement restrictiveness increased. Low placement restrictiveness was also 
associated with higher scores in educational achievement. These findings imply that 
placement restrictiveness may have an effect on a student’s ability to develop educational 
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supports. It also implies that the most restrictive kinds of placements have an adverse 
effect on academic achievement for foster youth.  
 This study did not report limitations yet, it is very important to the current study. 
Type of placement is a predictor variable in the current study. The findings of Mech and 
Fung (1999) indicate that less restrictive placements may be stronger predictors of high 
school graduation. Conversely, more restrictive placements may predict non graduation. 
Educational attainment has also been examined in a large scale study conducted in the 
state of Washington.  
 Educational attainment for foster youth in Washington was studied through 
examining achievement and graduation outcomes by Burley and Halpurn (2001). The 
purpose of the study was to compare academic achievement of foster youth to academic 
achievement of non foster youth in the state of Washington. A sample of 4,559 foster 
youth were compared to a sample of 162,181 non foster youth who participated in the 
Iowa test of basic Skills and the Iowa Test of Educational Development. Students in the 
study consisted of 3
rd
, 6
th
, 9
th
, and 11
th
 graders.  To conduct the study, educational testing 
information from the Office of the Superintendant of Public Instruction were merged with 
foster care data from the Division of Children and Family Services DCFS. The data were 
analyzed through using linear and logistic regression methods. For high school 
completion rates, a survey was administered to 11
th
 grade subjects.   
 Youth in foster care had standardized test scores that were significantly lower 
than non foster youth at each grade level. They scored between 16 and 20 percentile 
points below their non foster care peers. Additionally, the gap in achievement appeared to 
widen as students progressed from grade to grade.  In analyzing factors related to 
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educational achievement, three domains and 20 factors were examined. The individual 
factors included gender/race, educational aspirations, aptitude/GPA, and foster care 
background. The school factors included school changes, special education or Title I 
assistance, grade retention, and feeling safe at school.  The family factors included having 
a computer in the home, hours per week watching TV, whether English was spoken in the 
home, and having an adult’s help with homework. 
 Results indicated that the status of being in foster care alone accounted for an 8% 
decrease in achievement test scores. Enrollment in special education programs were also 
associated with lower GPAs and achievement test scores. Foster youth who changed 
schools during the school year scored 10 to13 points lower on academic achievement 
measures than non-foster youth. Twenty-five percent of the foster youths in the study 
were receiving special education services. These students increasingly fell behind their 
peers through the 6
th
 to the 9
th
 grades.  
 In examining foster care placement and school outcomes a ten year history of 
foster care involvement for each subject was compiled and analyzed. Foster youth in 
grades three and six who were currently in foster care had a four to five point higher 
achievement average than students that age that had left care. Older foster youth who had 
recently entered care scored nine to sixteen points lower than youth who had previously 
been in care. No other significant correlations to foster care placement were found. 
 High school completion rates were then examined in relationship to foster care 
status.  A large cohort of foster and non-foster care students in the 11
th
 grade were 
identified (N=65,002), eight-hundred ninety-one of which were identified as foster youth. 
Fifty percent of the non-foster care group and 60% of the foster care group were male. 
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The majority of both non-foster and foster care groups were Caucasian with 82% and 
72% respectively. These students were in the 11
th
 grade in the 1997-98 and 1998-99 
school years. All students in this part of the study were identified as having taken the 
Iowa Test of Educational Development (ITED) in the 11
th
 grade. 
 Foster youth were found to be significantly less likely to complete high school on 
time. Fifty-nine percent of foster youth who enrolled in the 12
th
 grade graduated of time 
as compared with 86 % of non-foster youth. Foster youth in this group were 
disproportionately male and students of color. A multivariate analysis of high school 
completion revealed that foster youth in general are 57% less likely to complete high 
school than their non-foster care peers. This analysis was based on the top five factors 
that independently predicted on-time high school completion which were GPA, school 
mobility, post high school plans, school continuity, and current or previous foster care 
placement. This implies that the foster care experience has a tremendous and detrimental 
effect on high school graduation. 
 This study had two limitations. Graduation rates were based on the probability of 
graduation and not actual graduation since students in the study had not finished high 
school. This severely diminishes reliability of graduation data in the study. The 
researchers addressed this by doing a one year follow up inquiry about graduation but 
they do not indicate how they collected the follow up information or how they addressed 
students who might have transferred to other states prior to the follow up. Nevertheless, 
this study is important to the current study. Because of the large sample sizes, this study 
has more generalizability in terms of comparing academic achievement between foster 
and non foster youth. It is also valuable in generalizing the educational deficits 
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experienced by foster youth and foster youth receiving special education services 
indicated in previous studies reviewed. This is directly related to the current study 
because the current study explores institutional predictors related to these educational 
deficits including special education.   
 Another large scale study of adult outcomes for foster youth was conducted in the 
states of Illinois, Iowa, and Wisconsin. In the study outcomes for foster youth that had 
exited the system and foster youth that were still in the system were compared. Courtney 
et al. (2006) examined the well being of youth transitioning out of foster care through the 
Midwest Evaluation of the Adult Functioning of Former Foster care Youth, a longitudinal 
study following youth in Illinois, Iowa, and Wisconsin as they “age out” of the foster care 
system and transition to adulthood. The purpose of the study was to evaluate the 
intermediate and long-term effects of foster care on adult functioning. This study was 
performed by conducting three series of interviews with participants that ranged over two 
years (2002-2004).  The study compared outcomes of participants who were still in foster 
care at the time of the second interview with those of participants who had left care after 
the first interview (N=732). Participants were evaluated by examining social support, 
independent living services, education, employment/earnings, economic insecurity, 
health, marriage and pregnancy, and delinquency. Levels of support were measured using 
the Medical Outcomes Study (MOS) Social Support Survey (Sherbourne & Stewart, 
1991). The data were analyzed by using multivariate analysis of variance procedures 
MANOVA. 
 Participants had varied educational outcomes. Many (37.1% ) of the participants 
had not completed high school with a diploma or a GED as compared with 90.6 % of 
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participants in the National Add Health study (Cortney et al., 2001). Subjects that 
remained under child welfare jurisdiction passed the age of majority (n=282) were more 
than twice as likely to be enrolled in school as those who had been discharged (66.7% vs. 
30.8%). While 59% of the 19 year old participants in the national study were enrolled in 
some kind of educational program, only 39% of former foster youth were.   
 This study had two limitations. First, given the longitudinal nature of the study, 
some initial participants could not be located for the follow up surveys. Additionally, 
high school graduation rates were self-reported which compromises the reliability of 
graduation as an outcome measure. The educational findings of the Courtney et al. study 
suggest that allowing young adults to remain in foster care after reaching the age of the 
majority may have a positive effect on educational outcomes by correcting some of the 
educational deficits created by the maltreatment history and school instability  they 
experienced while being in out of home placement. This study is important in the context 
of the current study because the findings suggest that educational outcomes can be 
improved by extending social support by extending the duration of foster care support. 
This finding is consistent with Morales (2008) and Rosenfeld and Richmond (2003) in 
terms of the relationship between social support and academic achievement.  
 Another study related to adult outcomes for foster youth was conducted in 2006 
on foster youth in Washington and Oregon. The purpose of the Northwest Foster Care 
Alumni Study conducted by Pecora et al. (2006) was to investigate the immediate and 
long term effects of foster care on adult functioning. A sample of 659 former foster youth 
from public and private child welfare agencies in Washington and Oregon were studied 
through case record review, structured interviews, and a survey. Participants in the study 
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had spent time in foster care over a ten year span between 1988 and 1998. Forty-five 
percent of the participants were White, 21% were Black, 10% were Hispanic, and 22% 
reported Other. Over half (60.5%) of the participants were women and the average age of 
the participants was 24.2 years old. In conducting the study, both the educational 
achievements and the financial situation of these former foster youth were investigated in 
terms of participants’ foster care experiences.  Pecora et al. reviewed case files for 659 
participant’s investigating variables such as placement type while in foster care, living 
arrangements before foster care, mental and physical health problems, and youth 
disabilities. They also conducted interviews of 479 participants to gain insights into 
participants’ financial situations, access to and participation in educational, mental health, 
and independent living situations, resources upon leaving care, and nurturing supports 
while in care. The data were analyzed by developing a regression equation to estimate the 
degree to which optimizing certain foster care experiences might affect alumni outcomes. 
 Results indicated that 93.3% of the participants experienced some form of 
maltreatment from their birth families with maltreatment being the reason for initial 
placement into foster care 64.3% of the time. On average, participants entered the foster 
care system at the age of 11 and exited at the age of 18.  In terms of placement history 
approximately one third (31.9%) had three or less placements, one third (35.8%) had four 
to seven placements and one third (32.3%) had eight or more placements. Close to one 
third (32.5%) spent 3.6 years or less in foster care, 27.6% spent 3.6 to 5.9 years in care, 
and 39.9% spent more than 5.9 years in care. Forty-three percent of participants had more 
than one placement change per year in care. 
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 In terms of education, nearly one third of participants reported having ten or more 
school changes from elementary school through high school. Sixty-five percent of 
participants reported seven or more school changes between elementary and high school. 
Even with such high rates of school changes, 84.8 percent reported that they had 
completed high school with a diploma or a GED. Fifty-six percent of respondents 
reported that they graduated with a diploma, 47% had obtained some education past high 
school, 20% had completed some degree or certificate past high school, and 1.8% had 
completed college. High school graduation rates reported were similar to the 84% 
graduation rates reported in the national census report. High school graduation rates 
presented in this study were much higher than rates reported in other studies that are a 
part of this review. The researchers in this study do not indicate whether high school 
graduation status was self-reported in the interview process or verified through 
educational records in the case files.   
 In examining program changes that could improve outcomes for foster youth, a 
statistical simulation was conducted to estimate the degree to which optimizing variables 
of the foster care experience affected participant outcomes. Those outcomes were divided 
into education, employment, and finance domains. In conducting the simulation, the 
educational domain was assigned a score based on the five individual education outcomes 
previously mentioned.  Scores could range from zero, which indicated no positive 
educational outcomes to five which represented the maximum amount of educational 
outcomes. Regression models were then created that would estimate the number of 
positive outcomes from each domain that participants would achieve based on the 
experiences participants had while in foster care. Next, the foster care experiences were 
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optimized by using the optimal values for the foster care experiences such as shortest 
time in placement and least amount of placement changes. Lastly, the optimized variables 
were analyzed in a second regression to determine how an optimal foster care experience 
influenced the three domains.  
 The difference between the influence of the non-optimized foster care variables 
and the optimized variables represented the effect of the foster care experience on the 
three domains of education, employment, and finance. In the education domain, the 
results of optimizing two of the foster care experience variables reduced undesirable 
outcomes significantly. Resources upon leaving care and placement history and 
experiences were weakly correlated with educational outcomes (-14.6% and -17.8%, 
respectively).  This means that the less time that participants were in foster care and the 
fewer placements they had while in care, the more likely they had pursued education and 
training above high school level. There was also a significant difference in the rates that 
foster youth obtained a GED as opposed to a high school diploma with foster youth 
obtaining GEDs at a rate six times that of the general population. Educational 
recommendations made in this study included encouraging foster youth to get a diploma 
instead of a GED, improve the identification and treatment of mental health problems that 
could act as barriers to education, minimalize placement changes, provide tangible 
resources after foster care, and provide better support and access to postsecondary 
education programs.   
 This study had one major limitation. Although the researchers reviewed case file 
information, high school graduation was self-reported on the survey section of the study. 
This limits reliability of high school graduation as an outcome measure. Nevertheless this 
104 
 
 
study is very important to the current study. By optimizing the placement variables, this 
study gives some perspective on the direction of the relationships between time in 
placement and number of placements to high school graduation. Fewer placements 
appear to have a positive relationship with academic achievement. In the current study 
that same relationship would imply that the number of placements predictor variable may 
have a strong potential to predict the probability of high school graduation.  
 The remainder of this review will focus on studies related to foster youth and high 
school graduation in California. Experiences of foster youth in the San Francisco Bay 
area of California were examined by Barth (1990).  The purpose of the study was to 
explore adult outcomes of former foster youth based on experiences they had while in 
care. Fifty-five foster youth who were at least 16 years of age at the time of emancipation 
and who had left the foster care system were interviewed by a cadre of 13 trained 
interviewers.  The interviews were conducted to ascertain participants’ experiences 
across certain life domains and to gain insights into what mechanism participants used in 
dealing with the situations that they faced.  The interview collected participant 
information about housing, income, criminal activity, substance use, contacts with foster 
and birth parents, employment experiences, life skills, and educational preparation. An 
overall adjustment score was calculated for the survey and participants were questioned 
about suggestions to improve preparation for independent living and satisfaction with 
their foster care experiences. 
 Participants in the study had an average age of 21. Over half (53%) were women. 
The ethnicity of participants was White (72%), Black (13%), or Hispanic (9%). 
Participants had entered the foster care system at a mean age of 12 and left at an average 
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age of 17.6. Participants lived in an average of three foster homes with a maximum of 14. 
Sixty-five percent of participants had spent some point in their foster care experience in a 
group or residential care facility. 
 Barth (1990) found that 55% of foster youth in the study left care without 
obtaining a high school diploma. Participants gave many reasons for this including 
multiple school changes, lack of support from foster parents, and lack of understanding of 
the significance of school. Of the high school graduates, 33% had taken some college 
classes and one participant had received a BA degree. Sixty percent of participants in the 
study reported that getting help with school work, help in getting into school, and having 
assistance with school applications was or would have been very helpful to them. This 
was the highest response to services offered and used other than help with medical 
problems and counseling.  On average, youth who graduated from high school left their 
foster or group home within three months of graduation. When asked about their 
satisfaction with their foster care experience, many participants reported that the best 
things that happened to them in foster care involved acceptance by the foster family as 
most important. Sixty-nine percent of participants said that their lives would have been 
much worse had they stayed with their birth families and not entered foster care.  
 High school graduation rates were self-reported by participants, which limits 
reliability of graduation as an outcome measure and acts as a limitation to the study. A 
small sample size also limits the generalizability of the study to a larger foster youth 
population. This study is important to the current study because it illustrates the dynamics 
of social support and high school graduation in the same state that the current study was 
conducted in.  Participants in the study also reported multiple school changes as a factor 
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influencing academic achievement.  Multiple school changes were indirectly examined 
through number of placement changes in the current study. This finding also supports the 
academic resiliency theory (Morales, 2008) underlying the current study. According to 
Morales, multiple school changes would inhibit the ability of a student to establish social 
supports needed for academic achievement. The Barth study also identifies similar 
deficits in education experienced by foster youth identified in previous studies reviewed.  
 A related California study was conducted examining former foster youth 
considered to be academically resilient. Merdinger et al. (2005) examined former foster 
youth who were enrolled in a California university system. The purpose of the study was 
to identify factors that contributed to the educational success of former foster youth 
considered to be academically resilient. The study entitled Pathways to College, surveyed 
216 emancipated foster youths attending a four year university.  A survey was sent to 
former foster youth attending college on 11 campuses in one large university system in 
California, and to two comparison groups one consisting of low-income students 
attending college and one consisting of former foster youth not attending college. In 
addition to surveys, data from in-depth-interviews and an ethnographic study were 
collected for later analysis and publication. The researchers used a researcher designed  
self-administered questionnaire (SAQ) that was piloted and developed based on the 
participant’s employment history, educational history, financial support, health status, 
history of homelessness, substance abuse, criminal activity, skills training, history in 
foster care, personal adjustment, social support, and current life satisfaction. Bivariate, 
classification, and descriptive analyses were used examining variables related to foster 
care and educational histories. 
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 The majority of participants were White (39.5%), followed by African American 
(22.8%), Hispanic (22.3%), and multiethnic (33%).  Participants were predominantly 
female (76.9%). The majority (63.9%) were single or never married. One-fifth (20.5%) 
reported having one to four children with a median of one child. Subjects spent a mean of 
6.98 years in foster care and were first placed in foster care at the mean age of 10.38 
years old. While in foster care subjects changed placements a mean of 3.34 times with a 
median of two placements. Fifty-six percent of the participants reported living in a non-
relative foster home with 51.4% living in a relative home, 21.3% living in a group home, 
14.4% lived with friends, 13% in a residential home, and the remainder in a shelter or 
other type of placement. 
 Educationally, respondents attended a mean of 2.12 elementary, 1.32 middle, and 
2.07 high schools. Sixty-two percent of participants had completed high school by the 
time they were emancipated or discharged from care. During high school, 55.1% had 
received college advising, 53.2% had information about financial aid, 65.3% took some 
college preparatory classes, and 65.7% had participated in extracurricular activities. It 
took a mean of 4.06 years for participants to complete high school and they did so at a 
mean age of 17.93 years old. The sample had an overall mean GPA of 3.10 at the point of 
high school graduation. 
 The majority of participants reported that the foster care system did not prepare 
them well for college (63.8%). A few (11.1%) thought they were well prepared and 
25.1% believed that they were fairly well prepared. When educational variables were 
classified by ethnicity and gender, significant differences were found between African 
Americans and Mexican American/Other Latinos in terms of age when first placed in 
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care and total amount of years spent in care. African Americans were placed younger and 
spent more time in the foster care system.  Merdinger et al. identified the strength of 
social support as a major factor contributing to the success and academic resiliency of the 
participants. A majority (87%) reported that they had a family member or friend to ask 
for advice and help when needed. Eighty percent had contact with their birth families and 
60% reported that their current friends included people they met in foster care. Most 
participants still maintained contact with kin-care, group home, or foster parents. The 
findings in this study imply that strength of social support is a strong determinant in 
academic resiliency for foster youth. This finding supports the theory of academic 
resilience (Morales, 2008).  
 One major limitation was noted in the study. The non-probability sampling 
methods used in the study limited generalizability to larger populations of former foster 
youth. This study is very pertinent to the current study. First, since it was conducted in 
California, it gives a perspective of what factors contributed to academic success from 
foster youth with verified success in California. Although high school graduation rates 
were not explored, high school graduation is a highly reliable measure because all 
subjects were university students so high school graduation is assumed. From the 
viewpoint of the participants in this study, social support was the key to their academic 
resiliency.  
 The final study in this review examines a revolutionary approach to providing 
social support and improving high school graduation rates for foster youth through 
residential education. Individual, family, and societal supports for California foster 
youths’ educational success were studied by Jones and Lansdverk (2006). They examined 
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a new approach to residential education for foster children. The purpose of the study was 
to provide a description of the program design, implementation, and preliminary 
outcomes for the first three graduating classes in the program. The program evaluation 
approach in this study used a sequential cohort (N=206) design to monitor the progress of 
students in one model residential education high school program developed as a boarding 
school to better address the individual, family, and societal supports lacking in the 
education of foster youth.   
 The academy under study had five unique characteristics. First, it was based on 
the idea of residential education which more closely aligned it with the boarding school 
concept in which resident students received all of their education and support in one 
setting. Second, there was an expectation that foster students in residence there would 
remain in residence at the school through graduation. Third, all programs that were a part 
of the academy including education, transition, physical and mental health, and other 
support services were provided as a continuous and integrated part of life in the academy. 
Fourth, the academy had a voluntary, open campus design with few restrictions enabling 
the residents to develop and maintain family and community relationships while still 
providing a stable home and educational environment.   
 The academy also considered maintaining sibling subgroups as an important 
consideration in creating stability for the residence. There was an expectation that 
permanent, life long relationships would be created and maintained by residents, teachers, 
administrators, and staff. In creating a family type of environment the facility was 
designed as a cottage system with the capacity to house eight residents and a house 
parent. Each cottage was designed as a separate house with up to two residents per room 
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and one bathroom per two residents. An in-law style apartment was attached to each 
cottage so that house parents could live at the cottage for extended periods of time. 
 Admission into the program was based on several educational and foster care 
criteria. First, applicants had to either be in high school or be entering high school in the 
next academic year. Second, they had to be able to live on an open campus without 24 
hour supervision. Third, unification with the biological family had to be determined to be 
unlikely. Fourth, their current living situation had to be unstable. Fifth, they had to 
indicate a desire to make use of the programs high quality education. Applicants who had 
a diagnosis of severe emotional disorders, recent untreated serious mental health 
disorders, assaultive behaviors, or a history of being absent without leave (AWOL) were 
not considered to be appropriate candidates for the program. To address their educational 
needs, each resident was provided with an individual instructional plan, access to 
technology, advanced placement, college and college preparatory classes, and class sizes 
of fewer than 15 students. Additionally, case management services to help youth acquire 
and maintain jobs in the community were provided.  
 To evaluate the program, a profile of each participant that was taken at the 
youth’s admission was analyzed along academic records and two standardized measures 
of social and behavioral functioning, the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL) (Armsden et 
al., 1997) and the Youth Self Report (YSR) (Achenbach, 1991). Reliability of both 
standardized measures was high (alpha=.89) with the academy sample. Data collected in 
the study were analyzed by conducting a multiple regression analysis. 
 Demographically, the student population was diverse. A little over half (56%) of 
the participants were females. Ages for females and males ranged from 12 to 18 with the 
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highest percentage of participants in the 15-16 year old range (47.6%), followed by 17-18 
year olds (25.2%), 13-14 year olds (24.3%), and 12 year olds (2.9%).  The majority of 
participants were Caucasian (33%), followed by African American (31.1%), Hispanic 
(23.8%), Bi-racial (7.8%), Native American (3.4%), and Asian/Pacific Islander (1%). 
Participants had been in foster care for a mean of 5.7 years, had a mean of 7.1 
placements, and had attended a mean of 7.9 different schools.  
 Results indicated that 72% of participants remained in the program until 
completion of high school. Seventy-eight percent of academy students completed high 
school. An additional 25% went on to four year college programs, a rate much higher 
than the 7% reported by Jones and Moses (1984) and lower than the 39% rates reported 
by Festinger (1983).   
 The study had one primary limitation. The researchers state that since they did not 
use a comparison group it is difficult to conclude that residential education works better 
than other types of placement. This study is important in relationship to the current study. 
In comparing high school graduation rates to those in other studies the researchers assert 
that placement stability in a stable safe school environment has a positive effect on the 
educational outcomes for foster youth. Number of placements is a predictor variable in 
the current study. Additionally, the program is a very unrestricted type of placement 
similar to a child living with a relative (kinship). The low restrictiveness of the placement 
could influence graduation rates. In the current study type of placement is a predictor 
variable for high school graduation. 
 High school graduation for foster youth has been an area of study for over 25 
years. Foster youth had fewer years of schooling and lower graduation rates than their 
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non-foster care peers (Jones & Moses, 1994). Foster youth said that having a good stable 
placement, a sense of belonging, or a good relationship with a foster parent as the most 
positive experience of foster care (Wedeven et al., 1997). Participants also reported 
higher graduation rates than in other studies reviewed, and perceived there overall 
experience with foster care in a positive way. Foster youth had higher drop out rates than 
non-foster youth. They also had lower graduation rates than their non-foster care peers 
and were twice as likely to change schools three or more times than non-foster youth 
(Blome, 1997). More restrictive placements have a negative effect on academic 
achievement and high school graduation in foster youth (Mech & Fung, 1999). Foster 
youth were significantly less likely to complete high school on time and had significantly 
lower graduation rates (Burley & Halpurn, 2001; Courtney et al., 2006). Social support 
was indicated as a major factor in contributing to academic success in foster youth 
(Merdinger et al., 2005). Residential and school stability contributed to a 78% high 
school completion rate for foster youth in a residential school program (Jones & 
Lansdverk, 2006).  
Summary 
 From the seminal study related to the experiences of foster youth conducted by 
Festinger (1983), many studies have examined the experiences of foster youth from the 
perspective of individual, family and societal dimensions. A common theme in terms of 
the effects of the institutional experiences of foster care on academic achievement is the 
lack of support foster youth have. Much of this lack of support can be attributed to the 
effects of constant residential and school moves.  According to the theory of academic 
resiliency proposed by Morales (2008) this residential and school instability would 
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inhibit foster youths abilities to identify risk and develop supports to aid their academic 
progress. Manning (2008) found that foster youth had lower attachment representations 
and higher unresolved attachment representations than non-clinical populations. Foster 
youth were also found to exhibit higher levels of emotional reactivity and lower levels of 
responsibility than non-foster youth (Harris-Sims, 2006). The personal experiences of 
former foster youth exemplified by the story of Karen illustrate the complex dynamics 
related to academic achievement of foster youth. Karen’s story and the others presented 
by Stokes (2004) paint a picture of foster youths’ struggling to gain acceptance, support, 
and stability in the midst of unstable residential and school environments. 
 Literature on the educational experiences related to foster youth’s achievement, 
substantiate the picture painted in the Stokes study.  Rosenfeld and Richmond found that 
foster youth not at-risk had the lowest levels of social support compared to non-foster 
care and non at-risk students. Barriers to academic achievement such as school 
instability, lack of collaboration, and lack of support were identified in some studies 
(Altshuler, 2003; Zetlin et al., 2006). Lower academic performance of foster youth was 
found in some studies including Shin (2003). 
 Literature on foster youth in special education programs presents a worse picture 
for special needs foster youth. Academic performance difficulties were identified in some 
studies (Geenen & Powers, 2006; Scherr, 2007). Special education procedural and 
identification problems were identified in studies (Zetlin, 2006; Zetlin et al., 2006). Lack 
of support from caregivers and teachers was also identified as a problem (Palladino, 
2006). These issues in addition to issues identified for educational achievement for all 
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foster youth create considerable risk to academic achievement for foster youth with 
special education needs.  
 Literature on high school graduation and foster youth presents a picture of 
academic successes and failures predicated on levels of individual determination, 
residential/school stability and social support. From the time that Jones and Moses (1984) 
operationalized the dimensions of the foster care experience, studies have explored the 
relationship of those experiences to high school graduation. In many studies foster youth 
had significantly lower graduation rates than non-foster care peers (Barth, 1990; Blome, 
1997; Burley & Halpurn, 2001; Courtney et al., 2006; Festinger, 1983; Pecora et al., 
2006). Foster youth report that strength of support they received as crucial to academic 
success (Merdinger et al., 2005). Residential education is a new approach to address 
graduation rates in foster youth. Jones and Lansdverk (2006) found that the social support 
and stability created in the residential education environment contributed to high 
graduation rates for students in the study. Although there have been some studies that 
focused on educational barriers, special education and educational outcomes of foster 
youth, there have only been a few studies examining high school graduation and foster 
youth. Additionally, in many studies of foster youth and academic outcomes high school 
graduation was self-reported. No studies have been identified that attempt to predict high 
school graduation based on independent variables related to the foster care experience.  
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CHAPTER III 
METHODOLOGY 
 The methodology chapter of this study is divided into six sections. The first 
section is a discussion of the type of analysis used for the study. The second section 
describes each of the variables and coding of the variables. The third section contains a 
description of the population and characteristics of the study sample. The fourth section 
reviews the research questions in the study. The fifth section reviews the procedures used 
in conducting the study. The final section summarizes the study. The purpose of this 
study was to determine whether high school graduation in foster youth could be predicted 
based on the variables of gender, ethnicity, time in placement, type of placement, number 
of placements, entry age, and special education status. To conduct the study, the data 
were fit to a logistic regression prediction model.  
Research Design 
 This study examined variables related to high school graduation for students in 
foster care through a secondary analysis of data. To conduct the study, a prediction 
research design was used. According to Creswell (2005), the purpose of a prediction 
research design is to identify variables that will predict an outcome or criterion. The 
present inquiry is an analysis to determine the independent impact of the variables of: (1) 
gender, (2) ethnicity, (3) time in placement, (4) type of placement at emancipation, (5) 
number of placements, (6) age at entry, and (7) special education status on foster youth’s 
probability of achieving high school graduation in foster youth. 
 In the study, a logistic regression model was built using seven independent 
predictor variables and one criterion variable. Logistic regression is a method of 
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statistical analysis employed in predicting group membership. It can be used when the 
dependent variable in the study is dichotomous and the independent variables are 
categorical or continuous (Huck, 2008). The objective in using a logistic regression 
statistical methodology in this study was to determine whether high school graduation 
can be predicted based on seven independent variables. Additionally, logistic regression 
was used to identify the extent to which each independent variable plays a role in 
explaining membership in the group of foster youth high school graduates or non-
graduates. 
 Logistic regression is a statistical procedure commonly used for the analysis and 
prediction of research problems where there is a dichotomous outcome. It is well suited 
for examining relationships between one or more categorical predictor variables and a 
dichotomous categorical outcome variable. In the current study the outcome is high 
school graduation. In the past, linear discriminant function analysis was the more 
common procedure used for these problems. Because of the strict statistical assumptions 
needed to perform discriminant function procedures, logistic regression has become a 
preferred method of analysis with fewer assumptions to conduct analyses with. Logistic 
regression models are developed by the use of the natural logarithm of an odds ratio 
called a logit. These logits form the regression coefficients that were used to model the 
outcome of high school graduation in the current study. Each variable entered into the 
logistic regression procedure generates a logit that may or may not be a statistically 
significant predictor of the outcome variable.  
 The design of the current study is a secondary data analysis from 790 closed 
foster care cases. For a foster care case to be closed, the child has to be returned to the 
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parent, adopted, emancipated from the system by graduating from high school, 18 years 
old or older, or “aging out” of the system at the age of twenty or twenty-one without 
graduating from high school (Stokes, 2008). Previous studies of former foster youth were 
conducted using a secondary analysis of data (Herrera, 2003; Pecora et al., 2006). A 
secondary analysis of data design has many research advantages. First, researchers argue 
that a quantitative approach is necessary to understand the dynamics of academic 
attainment for foster care students (Luthar, Cicchetti, & Becker, 2007; Morales, 2008). 
Second, analyzing closed cases prohibits study participants from reporting information 
about them that may not be accurate. Lastly, since study participants are unaware that 
they are being studied, there are no possibilities for adverse reactions from participants, 
especially those who did not graduate from high school.  
 All of the cases analyzed in this study came from various locations of the Los 
Angeles County Department of Children and Family Services (DCFS) through the Child 
Welfare Dynamic Report System (CMS/CWS). Existing records of youth who exited 
from the foster care system as a part of the Celebration 1 and 2 cohorts for 2008 and 2009 
and a group of non graduates who aged out in 2008 and 2009 were reviewed from April 
2011 through August 2011. 
 The Celebration 1 event identifies higher academic achievement only accepting 
foster youth with a 2.8 GPA or above. The Celebration 2 program identifies students who 
were cleared for graduation through their respective high schools and have exemplified 
academic achievement through graduating from high school.  Foster youth who 
participate in one or the other events are given a stipend to cover expenses related to 
graduation. Expenses include cap and gown expenses, prom attire, and other graduation 
118 
 
 
related expenses. Recognition of college acceptance is a part of the event. Additionally, 
over 500,000 dollars of scholarship awards were given in 2009.  In recent years 
celebration events have been held at the Walt Disney Concert Hall and at Universal 
Studios. The celebration events are coordinated and supported through the Los Angeles 
County Board of Supervisors, Los Angeles County Department of Children and Family 
Services, Los Angeles County Department of Probation, and the Los Angeles County 
Commission for Children and Families. 
Variables 
 To conduct the study, seven independent variables and one dependent variable 
were used.  The independent variables are: (1) gender, (2) ethnicity, (3) time in 
placement, (4) type of placement at emancipation, (5) number of placements, (6) age at 
entry, and (7) special education status. In order to perform logistic regression “dummy” 
variables were created for each of the seven predictor variables and for the criterion 
variable. For each variable to be dichotomous, the dummy variables for each domain 
have a value of 0. Once a category is chosen then that category has the value of 1 while 
the rest of the dummy variables for that domain remain at 0.  The “high school graduation 
status” variable was examined as the criterion variable to examine the predictor variables 
of gender, ethnicity, age at entry time in placement, type of placement, number of 
placements, and special education status. 
 The independent variable of “gender” in the context of the current study has been 
operationalized to mean male or female. This variable was examined as a categorical 
variable with a coding of: Gend1= Female, Gend2= Male.  
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 The domain of “ethnicity” in the context of the current study has been 
operationalized to mean “ethnic affiliation identified by one of the seven major 
identification codes used in the CWS/CMS information system.”  This domain was 
examined as seven variables with a coding of: Ethn1=Other, Ethn2= African-American, 
Ethn3= White, Enth4=Asian-Pacific Islander, Ethn5=American Indian-Alaskan Native, 
Ethn6= Filipino, Ethn7= Hispanic.  
 The domain of “entry age” has been operationalized in the context of the current 
study to mean “age of student in years determined by date student was placed in foster 
care for the current case.” This domain was examined as six variables: Entry1= 0-3 years 
old, Entry2= 3-6 years old, Entry3= 6-9 years old, Entry 4= 9-12 years old, Entry5= 12-15 
years old, Entry6= 15-18 years old.  
 The domain of “time in placement” has been operationalized in the context of the 
current study to mean “the amount of time in years and months student is in out-of-home 
placement.” Out of Home Placement is the condition in which a minor child is removed 
from the home of the biological or legal parents and placed into the care of the state. This 
domain was examined as six categorical variables: Time1=< 1 year, Time2= 1 to 3 years, 
Time3= 3 to 5 years, Time4= 5 to 7 years, Time5= 7 to 9 years, Time6= >9 years.  
 The domain of “type of placement” has been operationalized in the context of the 
current study to mean “description of placement facility student resides in at the time the 
case was closed based on the nine facility types coded in the DCFS information system 
CMS/CWS.” This domain was examined as nine categorical variables: Type1= guardian 
home, Type2= Tribe specified home, Type3= FFA certified home, Type4= relative home, 
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Type5=small family home, Type6= foster family home, Type7= group home, Type8= 
county shelter, Type9= court specified home.  
 The domain of “number of placements” has been operationalized in the context of 
the current study to mean “the amount of times student is moved from one residential 
placement to another placement within the course of time in foster care.” This domain 
was examined as ten variables: Place1=1 placement, Place2=2 placements, Place3=3 
placements, Place4=4 placements, Place5=5 placements, Place6= 6 placements Place7=7 
placements, Place8=8 placements, Place9=9 placements, Place10+=10+ placements.  
 The independent variable of “special education” has been operationalized in the 
context of the current study to mean “whether or not student received special education 
services through an Individual Education Plan (IEP).” This variable was examined as a 
categorical variable with the coding of:  IEP1=No, IEP2=Yes.  
 The dependent variable of “high school graduation status” has been 
operationalized in the context of the current study to mean “whether or not a student 
graduated from high school by high school diploma.” This variable was examined as a 
dichotomous categorical variable with the categories of: 1= high school graduate and 0= 
high school non-graduate.  High school graduation is defined as foster youth who have 
verified high school graduation status by their participation in the Celebration 1 of 
Celebration 2 events. High school non-graduation is defined as foster youth whose cases 
has been closed due to aging out of the system with a last recorded grade level of 10
th
 
grade or below.  
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Sample 
 The population in the study was foster youth who have emancipated from the Los 
Angeles County Department of Children and Family Services through high school 
graduation or “aging out” of the foster care system without graduating from high school 
between January 1, 2008 and January 1, 2010. Of the approximately 75,000 children 
served by Los Angeles County DCFS, over 24.000 exited the system during that period 
of time (Needell et al., 2010). Primarily these children exited through reunification with 
families, adoptions, and emancipation (see Table 2). Of the 2,678 youths who 
emancipated from care in during the time period of the study, 534 participated in the 
Celebration 1 and Celebration 2 events. Data for exits from care for Los Angeles County 
and all California counties is presented in Table 1.   
 The participants in this study were randomly selected from the closed cases of 
former foster care children who exited the foster care system between January 1, 2008 
and January 1, 2010. Cases were randomly selected from both graduate and non graduate 
groups. To conduct a logistic regression analysis, two clearly identified groups are 
necessary. In the current study, the two groups are foster youth that exited the system due 
to high school graduation and foster youth who exited the system without graduating 
from high school with the last recorded grade level being 10
th
 or lower at the time the 
case closed. To obtain these two groups, half of the sample (n=400) were cases sampled 
from cases related to the DCFS programs entitled Celebration 1 and Celebration 2. The 
other half were cases randomly sampled from foster youth who aged out of the system 
without graduating from high school prior to emancipation (n=400). 
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Table1. 
Exits From Foster Care by Exit Type For All California Counties and Los Angeles 
County Between January 1 2008 and January 1, 2010  
 The intent in using cases from the Celebration 1 and 2 cohorts is to insure the 
reliability of the graduation status for the graduate group. In previous studies of high 
school graduation for former foster youth, graduation status was self-reported by the 
participant (e.g. Barth, 1990; Cortney et al., 2001; Festinger, 1983). To avoid 
inaccuracies in reporting high school graduation, the Celebration 1 and 2 cohorts were 
used because graduation status for students in the cohorts must be verified by the high 
school counselor before they are allowed to participate. To select the sample of the 
graduate cohort, a simple random sampling approach was used until the sample size of 
400 was reached. Data on the population and sample by cohort is presented in Table 2. 
 
  
Exit Type  Los 
Angeles 
County 
 All California 
Counties 
 n % n % 
Reunified with 
Parents 
14,730 60 44,741 60 
Adopted 4,449 18 15,177 20 
Kinship Care 
 
1,515 6 1,224 2 
Emancipated *2,678 11 9,357 13 
Other Guardianship 800 3 2,895 3 
Other 394 2 1,330 2 
Total Exits 24,566 100 74,724 100 
Note. The asterisk indicates the study population. 
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Table 2. 
Frequencies of Sample, Graduate, and Non-Graduate Cohorts by Population  
Cohort   Population 
 
n 
Sample 
 
n 
 Sample  All Cases 2,678  800 
  
 
Graduate 
Cohort (n=400) 
Celebration 
I&II 2008 
268 200 
 Celebration 
I&II 2009 
266 200 
  
Non-Graduate 
Cohort (n=400) 
 
 
Age Out 2008 
10
th
 grade or 
below 
914 200 
 Age Out 2009 
10
th
 grade or 
below 
769 200 
  
 To acquire the non-graduate cohort, closed cases were randomly extracted from 
the foster youth’s who aged out of the system without graduating in 2008 and foster 
youth who aged out of the system without graduating in 2009. Since there was no 
variable in the CMS/CWS system indicating non-graduate status, the non-graduate cases 
were randomly selected from all foster youth that aged out in 2008 and 2009 whose  last 
recorded grade level was tenth grade or lower. All foster youth who aged out without 
graduating in the current study had their cases closed between the ages of 20 and 21. It is 
reasonable to assume that foster youth’s at the age of 20 or 21 with records that indicate 
tenth grade education or lower, would have not graduated before their case was closed 
because social workers are mandated to track educational progress for transition services 
provided to high school graduates.  
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 Since information to conduct the study was collected from closed case files, 
participants in the study were not aware that they were being studied. Due to the nature of 
this study in being conducted as a partial requirement for completion of a degree program 
and DCFS research guidelines, Institutional Research Board approval, letters of support 
from DCFS administrators, DCFS approval and approval from the Los Angeles County 
Children’s Court was obtained before conducting the study (see Appendices A-C).  
Table 3. 
Frequencies and Percents for Sample, Graduate, and Non-graduate cohorts by Gender 
 
Cohort 
 
  
   
  Female 
n                % 
Male 
n                    % 
Total 
n                 % 
 Sample 476 60 314 40 790 
 
 
100 
 Graduates 259 33 131 17 390 49 
 Non-
Graduates 
 
217 27 183 23 400 51 
  
 Sample gender characteristics were similar to some previous studies related to 
resilience and foster youth (Manning, 2008; Morales, 2008). Although the overall sample 
was closely divided in terms of gender, there were significant differences between male 
and female graduation rates.  There were more female graduates than female non-
graduates, male graduates or male non-graduates. The number of female graduates was 
almost double the number of males who graduated and over double the number of male 
non-graduates. Data on gender characteristics for the study sample are presented in Table 
3. 
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 Ethnicity characteristics of the sample were similar to ethnicity characteristics in 
some studies (Manning, 2008; Morales, 2008). The largest groups in the study were 
Hispanic and African-American with much smaller representations of other ethnicities. In 
terms of graduation, both the African American and Hispanic categories had more non-
graduates than graduates. The two groups together represented almost three-quarters of 
the study sample. American Indian/Alaskan Natives had equal numbers of graduates and 
non graduates with a small sample size. The Filipino, Asian American and White 
categories had more graduates than non-graduates but with small to moderate sample 
sizes. Ethnicity data is presented in Table 4. 
Table 4. 
Frequencies and Percents for Sample, Graduate, and Non-Graduate Cohorts by Ethnicity 
 
Cohort 
      
 Ethn2 Ethn3 Ethn4 Ethn5 Ethn6 Ethn7 
 African 
American 
White Asian/Pacific 
Islander 
American 
Indian/Alaskan 
Native 
Filipino Hispanic 
 n     % n      % n        % N         % N     % n      % 
 
Sample 
 
375   .47 
 
105   .13 
 
11     .014 
 
8         .01 
 
5   .006 
 
286  .37 
Graduate 185   .23 58     .07 8     .01 4       .005 4   .005 131  .17 
Non 
Graduate 
190   .24 47     .06   3     .004 4       .005 1   .001 155  .20 
       
Note. “Other “ category Ethn1 not included due to no cases in the data set 
 
 The mean entry age of the sample was younger than the mean entry ages in 
previous studies of foster youth. In the Pecora et al, (2003) study, the mean entry age of 
participants was 11 years. In the Barth (1990) study the mean entry age of participants 
was 12 years. The sample cohort in the current study entered foster care at the mean age 
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of 8.7 years old. Graduates entered foster care later at the mean age of 9.8 years old.  Non 
graduates entered foster care earlier at the mean age of 7.6 years old. Data on entry age 
for the sample and cohorts is presented in Table 5. 
Table 5. 
Frequencies, Means and Standard Deviations for Sample, Graduate, and Non-Graduate 
Cohorts by Entry Age in Years. 
Cohort  n M SD   
 Sample 790 8.72 5.81   
 Graduate 390 9.85 5.92   
 Non 
Graduate 
 
400 7.61 5.49   
 
Table 6. 
Frequencies, and Percents for Sample ,Graduate, and Non-Graduate Cohorts by Entry 
Age in Years 
  Entry1 
0-3 
Entry2 
4-6 
Entry3 
7-9 
Entry4 
10-12 
Entry5 
13-15 
Entry6 
16-18 
Cohort  n     % n      % n     % n      % n     % n     % 
 Sample 167  21 112   14 111  14 89    11 133   17 178  23 
 Graduate 71   09 400  05 46    06 38    05 70    09 123  16 
 Non-
Graduate 
96   12 70    09 65    08 51    06 63    08 55    07 
        
 
 To perform logistic regression analysis on the data the domain of entry age was 
initially coded as six categorical variables.  Entry age into foster care was divided into six 
three year intervals. By examining the frequencies and percents of entry age by the 
sample, graduate and non-graduate cohorts, the data revealed that 35% of the sample 
entered foster care before the age of six and 40% entered care after the age of twelve. 
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Additionally, more non graduates than graduates entered foster care before the age of 
nine and more graduates than non graduates entered foster care after the age of nine.  
Entry age data are presented by entry category in Table 6.   
 Time in placement characteristics indicate that the sample in this study spent more 
time in placement than in other studies of foster youth. In Harris-Sims (2006) and Pecora 
(2006), 68 percent of the sample in both studies spent more than five years in placement. 
In the current study, 75 percent of the sample spent more than five years in placement. 
The sample of the current study spent a mean of 12.1 years in foster care with a range of 
from 6.2 to 18.1 years in placement. Graduates spent less time in care with a mean of 
10.5 years as opposed to non-graduates who spent a mean of 13.7 years in care. Times in 
placement characteristics are presented in Table 7. 
Table 7. 
Frequencies, Means and Standard Deviations for Sample, Graduate, and Non-Graduate 
Cohorts by Time in Placement in Years 
Cohort  n M SD   
       
 Sample 790 12.19 5.98   
 Graduate 390 10.58 5.90   
 Non 
Graduate 
400 13.77 5.64   
       
 
 To conduct logistic regression on the data, the domain of time in placement was 
divided into six initial variables. When examining the sample time in placement in 
intervals, the majority (n=462) of subjects spent between seven and nine years in care. 
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Additionally, more non-graduates than graduates were represented within that amount of 
time in care. Times in placement data in categorical form are presented in Table 8. 
Table 8. 
Frequencies for Sample, Graduate and Non-Graduate Cohorts by Time in Placement 
in Years 
  Time1 
<1 
Time2 
1-3 
Time3 
3-5 
Time4 
5-7 
Time5 
7-9 
Time6 
>9 
Cohort        
 Sample 8 88 98 83 462 51 
 Graduate 6 69 67 41 183 24 
 Non Graduate 2 19 31 42 279 27 
 
Overall, there were more graduates from zero to five years in placement there were non 
graduates. From seven to nine years in placement there were a much greater number of 
non-graduates than graduates. From five to seven years and above nine years in 
placement the number of graduates and non-graduates were similar.   
Table 9. 
Frequencies and Percents for Sample, Graduate, Non-Graduate Cohorts by Type of Placement 
 
 
 
 
Type1 
 
Guardian 
Home 
Type2 
 
Tribe 
Specified 
Home 
Type3 
 
FFA 
Certified 
Home 
Type4 
 
Relative 
Home 
Type5 
 
Small 
Family 
Home 
Type6 
 
Foster 
Family 
Home 
Type7 
 
Group 
Home 
Type8 
 
County 
Shelter 
Type9 
 
Court  
Specified  
Home 
 
 n     % n % n     % n     % n    %     n     % n    % n % n     %  
           
Sample 186   23 na 184   23 272   34 4   005 58   07 84   10 na 2    002  
Graduate 66    08 na 115   14 160   20 1   001 19   02 28   03 na 1    001  
Non 
Graduate 
120   15 na 69    09 112   14 3   004 39   05 56   07 na 1    001  
 
 The types of placements for the sample cohort included placements in every 
category except for Type8 (county shelter) and Type 2 (tribe specified home). The highest 
number of placements was in relative homes followed by guardian homes, foster family 
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agency homes, group homes, foster family homes, small family homes and lastly court 
specified homes. In terms of graduation, relative homes had the highest number of 
graduates (n=160).Type of placement characteristics for the sample, graduate and non 
graduate cohorts are presented in Table 9.  
 Numbers of placement characteristics in the study sample indicate a higher 
average number of placements than in previous studies. The Barth (1990) sample had an 
average of three placements while in foster care. The sample cohort in the current study 
had a mean of 6.20 (SD=5.38) placements while in foster care. Graduates experienced a 
mean of 5.35(SD=4.24) placements while in care and non-graduates experienced a mean 
of 7.01(SD=6.20) placements while in care. The number of placements varied greatly 
with the sample cohort ranged between one and eleven placements, the graduate cohort 
between one and nine placements, and the non-graduate cohort between one and thirteen 
placements. Sample and cohort characteristics by number of placements are presented in 
Table 10. 
Table 10. 
Frequencies, Means and Standard Deviations for Sample, Graduate, and Non-Graduate 
Cohorts by Number of Placements 
  n M SD   
Cohort       
 Sample 790 6.19 5.38   
 Graduate 390 5.35 4.24   
 Non 
Graduate 
400 7.01 6.20   
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 The vast majority of the sample cohort (94%) did not receive special education 
services. Of the six percent that did, non-graduates were approximately double the 
number of graduates. Sample and cohort special education service characteristics are 
presented in Table 11. 
Table 11. 
Frequencies and Percents for Sample, Graduate, and Non-Graduate Cohorts by Special 
Education (IEP) Status                                                                                 
   IEP1 
No 
IEP2 
Yes 
  
Cohort   n       % n      %   
 Sample 790 738    94 52     06   
 Graduate 390 371    47 19     02   
 Non 
Graduate 
400 367    47 33     04   
Note. Individualized Education Plan (IEP) for students receiving special 
education services under the Individuals With Disabilities Act of 2004. 
 
 
 This study was conducted by a review of closed DCFS cases. Data for the study 
were collected through a data extraction from the Child Welfare Services Case 
Management System (CWS/CMS). The CWS/CMS is the statewide information system 
developed through the enactment of SB370. The intent of this bill was to provide child 
welfare professionals a statewide information database by which child welfare cases and 
programs could be monitored and evaluated. The CWS/CMS is capable of collecting 
information regarding client information, caseload assignment, resource management, 
service delivery, court processing, adoptions, program management, and licensing. The 
CWS/CMS system is maintained through collaboration between the University of 
California Berkeley, and the California Department of Social Services. Data is collected 
in the system through entries made by social work professionals on CWS/CMS terminals 
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in DCFS offices throughout Los Angeles County. The CWS/CMS system manages 
information on more than one hundred data elements that range from child maltreatment 
allegation and substantiation rates to client authorizations for psychotropic medications. 
The data extracted were provided to the researcher in a Windows 7 Excel file so no 
additional instrumentation was needed to collect the data. Using a data extraction 
collection method also reduced the potential from coding errors inherent in using manual 
coding procedures.  
 Reliability and validity issues were addressed through several ways in this study. 
In addressing reliability, a major concern of previous studies of high school graduation 
for foster youth was the methods employed to identify high school graduation status. In 
the current study, high school graduation status should be a highly reliable measure as the 
data were collected from high school counselors’ verification of graduate status. In 
addressing validity both internal and external conditions must be examined. A measure of 
good internal validity for a study is when the effects observed can be correctly attributed 
to the independent variable(s) involved (Huck, 2008). To increase internal validity, the 
leave-one-out cross validation procedure was used to estimate the prediction accuracy of 
the model (Geisser, 1993). To conduct the cross validation, a single observation from the 
original sample is used as the validation data for the regression model. The remaining 
observations are used as training data for the model. This process was repeated until each 
of the 790 observations was used as validation data. Additionally, in constructing the 
logistic regression model, a full entry regression approach was used to identify and 
remove non-significant variables from the model. In using a full entry method, all of the 
dummy coded variables were entered into the model to determine which variables were 
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significant by p value. Once significant variables were identified, the Akaike Information 
Criteria was used to determine the best fit of the variables in the model (Akaike, 1974).  
The Akaike Information Criteria is a measure of how well data fits a statistical model. It 
was invented by Hirotsugu Akaike and published in 1974.  
 External validity refers to the extent to which the results of an investigation can be 
generalized to other sample situations (Huck, 2008). The current study has good external 
validity in the fact that the sample (N=790) represents a large percentage (29.4) of the 
population it was drawn from 2,678 youths who emancipated from foster care between 
January 2008 and January 2010.  The sample in this study also represents eight percent of 
all youth who emancipated from care in the state of California during that period of time. 
Procedures 
 To conduct the current study, both university Institutional Review Board approval 
and approval from the research section of the Bureau of Information Services of the Los 
Angeles County Department of Children and Family Services were obtained. 
Applications for approval were submitted in April 2010 upon a successful defense of the 
study proposal. The data collection began March 1, 2011 and continued through June 29, 
2011.  
 The initial sampling was obtained through a random selection of 400 closed cases 
identified as participants in the 2008 and 2009 Celebration 1 and 2 events through the 
Los Angeles County Department of Children and Family Services. In selecting these 
cases, these students had been certified by their school counselor to have completed all of 
the requirements to receive a high school diploma at the time of the graduation events. 
An additional 400 cases from the non-graduate group were randomly selected. 
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 A structured query language (SQL) script was written to extract data for the study 
on the data elements of : (a) initial removal age, (b) exit age, (c) facility type, (d) prior 
cases, (e) episode count, (f) prior placement count, (g) gender, (h) ethnicity, and (i) IEP 
status. The subjects for the data extraction were randomly selected from four groups: 
Foster youth who participated in the Celebration I and Celebration II events for 2008, and 
foster youth who participated in the Celebration I and Celebration II events for 2009. 
Cases extracted from these two groups created the graduate cohort for the study. The non 
graduate cohort was obtained by randomly selecting cases of youth who emancipated 
from the system by aging out without graduating from high school. 
 The extracted data were sent to the researcher by the DCFS data administrator 
assigned to perform the extraction via encrypted e-mail in a password protected 
Microsoft Excel file. The original data file contained four pages labeled Celebration 
2008, Celebration 2009, non-grad 2008, and non-grad 2009. There were several steps in 
preparing the data for analysis. First, all of the data were stacked into one page with the 
groups identified as: 1= Celebration 2008, 2= Celebration 2009, 3= non-graduates 2008, 
and 4=non-graduates 2009. Each case was then provided an identification number 
sequentially from 1 to 800.  
 A visual inspection of the data set done by the researcher revealed missing data. 
To address this, the DCFS administrator who conducted the data extraction was contacted 
and provided values for most of the blank cells. For missing data in the variable prior 
cases, the blank cells equaled zero. For cases in the variable prior placement count, the 
blank cells equaled zero. Once these values were entered, 10 cases were omitted from the 
study for missing data. In each of the omitted cases the variable facility type was blank. 
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At the end of the data cleaning 790 cases were included and analyzed as a part of the 
study. Of the 790 total cases the graduate group consisted of 390 cases and the non-
graduate group consisted of 400 cases. Next, the raw data variables were transformed into 
study variables. For gender, ethnicity, IEP status, and facility type dummy variables were 
created for logistic regression analysis. Data elements and study variables are presented 
in Table 12.  
 The time in placement variable was determined by the duration of the current 
case. Since the CMS/CWS data element initial removal age only reflects the removal age 
for the current case, calculating the total time in placement for subjects that had more 
than one case was not possible given the data provided. To determine the time in the 
current case, the values in the variable of initial removal age were subtracted from the 
values in the variable of exit age. For example, if a subject entered the current case at the 
age of 12 years old and the case was closed when the subject was 20 years old, then the 
time in placement would be 8 years (20-12=8). 
 Using the time in placement for the current case proved to be a valid measure for 
three reasons. First, Evans (2004) found that multiple reentries (cases) into foster care did 
not improve or impede the academic performance of foster youth. Additionally, the 
variable of previous cases was not statistically significant as a predictor of graduation and 
was removed using the AIC criterion in the current study. Lastly, the variable of time in 
placement proved to be a significant predictor of graduation in the final model of the 
current study. 
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Table 12.  
Data elements, study variables, coded study variables and collapsed study variables for DCFS high school 
graduation study 
 
Domain Data Element Study Variable Coded Study 
Variables 
 
Coded Study Variables 
(collapsed) 
Gender Gender Gender Gend1=Female 
Gend2=Male 
 
 
Ethnicity Ethnicity 
 
Other 
African-American 
White 
Asian/Pacific Islander 
American Indian/Alaskan 
Native 
Filipino 
Hispanic 
Ethnicity  
 
Ethn1=Other 
Ethn2=African American 
Ethn3=White 
Ethn4=Asian/Pacific 
Islander 
Ethn5=American Indian/ 
Alaskan Native 
Ethn6=Filipino* 
Ethn7=Hispanic 
 
 
 
Ethn1=Non Hispanic 
Ethn2=Hispanic * 
 
Entry Age 
In Years 
Initial Removal Age (current 
case) 
Initial Removal 
Age (current case) 
              
Entry1=0-3 
Entry2=3-6  
Entry3=6-9  
Entry4=9-12  
Entry5=12-15  
Entry6=15-18*  
 
 
 
 
Entry1=0-11,15-18* 
Entry2=12-15 
 
 
 
 
Special Education IEP yes=1  
IEP no=0 
IEP IEP0=No* 
IEP1=Yes 
 
 
Time in 
Placement 
In Years 
Initial Removal Age minus 
Exit Age 
Time in Placement 
(current case) 
Time1=< 1              
Time2= 1-3 
Time3=3-5 
Time4=5-7 
Time5=7-9 
Time6=>9* 
 
Time1=  < 10 
Time2=  > 10* 
Type of 
Placement 
Facility Type Type of Placement Type1= guardian home 
Type2=tribe specified 
home 
Type3=FFA certified 
home 
Type4=relative home 
Type5=small family 
home 
Type6=foster family 
home 
Type7=group home 
Type8=county shelter 
Type9=court specified* 
home 
 
 
Number of 
Placements 
Episode count plus prior 
Placement count 
Number of 
Placements 
Place1=1* 
Place2=2 
Place3=3 
Place4=4 
Place5=5 
Place6=6 
Place7=7 
Place8=8 
Place9=9 
Place10=10+ 
 
Place1= 1-6 
Place2= 7 +* 
Graduation Status Celebration 1 & II=yes 
Age out = no 
Graduation Status Grad1=yes 
Grad2=no* 
 
Note. Asterisk indicates reference variable 
 
 To determine the number of placements that a child experienced while in foster 
care, the raw data elements of episode count and prior placements had to be transformed. 
The data element episode count reflects the number of placements that occurred within 
the current case. For children who had more than one case, the episode count is not 
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reflective of the total number of placements while in foster care. The data element prior 
placement count reflects the number of placements within the cases prior to the current 
case. To obtain the study variable of number of placements, the values for the data 
element episode count and the values for the data element prior placement count were 
combined. In other words, if a child with more than one case had a prior placement count 
of five and an episode count of two the number of placements was calculated as seven. 
This number reflects the total number of placements a child had while in foster care. 
Once the data transformation for the study variables of time in placement and number of 
placements was completed, both variables were dummy coded for analysis (see Table 
12). 
Data Analysis 
 There were ten steps used in the data analysis strategy. First, the data set was 
cleaned missing values were inserted where possible. Second, Cases in the data set with 
missing values that could not be inserted were deleted. Third, dummy variables were 
coded for each domain. Fourth, descriptive statistics for each domain were run by 
sample,, graduate, and non-graduate cohorts. Fifth, T-tests were run on variables for each 
domain to examine them for statistical significance by p-value. Sixth, all variables were 
entered into the AIC model fitting criterion to determine which variables best fit the 
model. Seventh, Variables included in Model 1 were collapsed to develop a more 
parsimonious and interpretable model. Eighth, reference variables were set so that Model 
2 would best indicate high school graduation instead of high school non-graduation.  
Ninth, the collapsed variables were examined through the AIC criterion to determine 
significance and the best model fit for Model 2. Lastly, model statistics were analyzed to 
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determine the statistical significance and predictive power of the model. Detailed 
information about the model statistics are presented later in this chapter.   
 Reference variables were set to reflect indicators of graduation instead of non-
graduation. In Model 1, the reference variables were automatically set by the statistical 
software used to conduct the analysis which produced some indicators of non-graduation. 
For the domain of Gender, “male” was initially the reference variable. As a variable in 
the prediction model, “male” was a predictor of non-graduation. By setting the reference 
variable for gender to “female” in Model 2, the variable of “female” was a predictor of 
graduation. For the domain of ethnicity, Ethn7 (Hispanic) was an indicator of non-
graduation. With all of the ethnicity variables collapsed into Ethnicity-Other and 
Hispanic, Ethnicity-Other was an indicator of graduation.  
 In Model 1, all of the entry age variables were significant indicators. Entry 5 (12-
15 years old) was an indicator of non-graduation. By collapsing the entry age variables 
into two categories Entry1 (0-11,15-18) and Entry2 (12-15) Entry1 was an indicator of 
graduation and Entry2 was an indicator of non-graduation. The U shaped distribution of 
the cases in this variable created a situation with better graduation for early and late 
entries into care.  Model 2 was more interpretable by setting Entry1 as the reference 
variable and including Entry2 in the model even though it was an indicator of non-
graduation. The number of placements domain also had four significant indicators of 
graduation. By collapsing them into two categories (1-6 and 7+ placements), and setting 
7+ as the reference category, 1-6 placements became an  indicator of graduation in Model 
2. For the time in placement domain three categories were significant indicators of 
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graduation. By collapsing the time in placement domain into two categories (<10 years 
and > 10 years), less than 10 years became an indicator of graduation. 
 In addressing the research questions several statistical procedures were used. 
First, a general descriptive analysis of the sample (N=790) was conducted reporting the 
percentages, means, standard deviations, and frequency distributions.  At the conclusion 
of the general descriptive analysis the investigation focused on attempting to report group 
characteristics by conducting a descriptive analysis of both the graduate (n=390) and non-
graduate (n=400) cohorts in the study.  
 In order to examine more comprehensively the effects of potential predictors, 
logistic regression analysis was performed on the data. To develop a valid multiple 
predictor logistic regression model, several conditions must be met. First, if you have a 
dependent variable that is dichotomous, then logistic regression is required. In the current 
study, the variable of interest is high school graduation. In examining a group of high 
school graduates and a group of non graduates, group membership status is considered to 
be dichotomous (Grimm & Yarnold, 1998); thus this assumption is met. Second, a single 
case can only be represented in the data once creating a condition where the outcomes are 
statistically independent. In the current study each variable is independent of each of the 
others and each case is represented in the data set once: thus the assumption of statistical 
independence is met. Third, to correctly specify the model, it must contain all relevant 
predictors and no irrelevant predictors. Given the interrelation of factors related to 
educational attainment for foster youth identified by Burley and Halpurn (2001), the 
assumption of specificity is not met. To ascertain the effects of not meeting the 
assumption of specificity, statistical test were performed on the final model to validate its 
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accuracy in predicting graduation. The final model had predictive accuracy much greater 
than chance (66.2 %). This indicates that enough relevant predictors of high school 
graduation were in the final model to have a better than chance accuracy. Fourth, each of 
the variables in the analysis must be mutually exclusive and collectively exhaustive. In 
the current study, each of the variables included in the model (gender, ethnicity, time in 
placement, type of placement, number of placements, entry age, special education, and 
high school graduation status) are mutually exclusive in that no case can be in more than 
one outcome category at a time. In other words, a student either graduated from high 
school or not, he/she received special education services or not, and so on. Each of the 
variables is also collectively exhaustive in that every case is a member of all of the 
categories under analysis thus the assumptions of mutual exclusivity and collective 
exhaustion are met.  
 The current study contains seven predictor variables and a sample size of 790. 
According to Grimm and Yarnold (1998) a single logistic model should contain 50 times 
as many subjects as predictor variables. An entry logistic regression model was used to 
identify and remove non-significant variables from the model. In conducting an entry 
regression, the model was built by including all of the variables in the model.  The 
Akaike Information Criterion (1974) statistical procedure was then used to remove 
variables until only significant variables that best fit the model remained. Gender, 
ethnicity, time in placement, type of placement, number of placements, entry age and 
special education status were the predictor variables that were entered into the regression 
model.  
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 After developing the logistic regression model, a Wald Test (Wald, 1943) was 
conducted on the adjusted odds ratio for each independent variable to determine which 
adjusted odds ratios were significant. Wald chi-square tests were also conducted to 
determine whether all of the independent variables could account for high school 
graduation status with a greater than chance probability. A Wald test was also used to 
evaluate the overall model. In presenting the results, the likelihood ratio (LR) and Wald 
statistics for the model was given as goodness-of-fit measures. Model coefficients, 
individual likelihood ratios, and odds ratios for each predictor variable were also 
reported. Additionally tau-a, gamma, C and D statistics were reported as validations of 
the predicted probabilities the model produced. Lastly, log odds and marginal 
probabilities for each predictor variable in the model were analyzed in relationship to the 
research questions presented in the study.  
Summary 
 High school graduation is an important indicator of academic achievement. For 
students in foster care, high school graduation rates are significantly lower than their non-
foster care peers (Barth, 1990; Blome, 1997; Burley & Halpurn, 2001; Festinger, 1983; 
McMillen & Tucker, 1999; Grand Jury of Orange County, California, 2000; Mech, 1994; 
Pecora et al., 2006; Zimmerman, 1982). Experiences while in the foster care system such 
as multiple changes in placement have been shown to affect academic achievement in 
foster youth (Pecora et al., 2006; Mech & Fung, 1999).  Academic resilience theorists 
such as Morales (2008) assert that the ability for academically high risk youth to identify 
risk factors and utilize protective factors is an integral aspect of exhibiting academic 
resilience. The current study examined the seven variables of gender, ethnicity, entry age, 
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time in placement, type of placement, number of placements, special education status, as 
indicators of high school graduation and academic resilience for former foster youth. To 
conduct the study, a logistic regression analysis was used to explore the relationships 
between two groups: former foster youth who have graduated from high school and 
former foster youth who have not.  
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CHAPTER IV 
RESULTS 
 
 Foster youth experience many challenges that could affect their ability to graduate 
from high school. The purpose of the current study was to determine whether high school 
graduation in the foster youth population could be predicted based on the variables of 
gender, ethnicity, age at entry to foster care, time in placement, type of placement, 
number of placements, and special education (IEP) status. To conduct the study a logistic 
regression model was developed with the previously mentioned variables as independent 
predictors and high school graduation as the dependent criterion variable.  
 To determine the significance of individual predictors in the model, the Pearson 
chi-square test and the Fisher exact test were performed on the data. Results indicate that 
there were statistically significant differences between the graduate and non-graduate 
cohorts in the domains of gender, ethnicity, entry age, number of placements, time in 
placement and number of placements. Special education status was not significant at the 
.05 level. The significance tests for each domain are presented in Table 13.  
 To conduct the logistic regression all of the coded variables were entered into the 
model to determine which variables were statistically significant.  An analysis of the 
coefficients and p-values determined that there were significant differences between 
graduate and non graduate cohorts based on gender, Ethn2, Ethn3, Entry1, Entry2, Entry3, 
Entry4, Entry5, Time1, Time2, Time3, Place2, Place3, Place4, and Place7. The full data model 
analysis is presented in Table 14. 
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Table 13, 
Significance Tests of Domains by Graduate and Non Graduate Cohorts 
 
Domain Significance 
Test 
X
2
 df      p 
 
Gender Pearson Chi-Square 11.69 1 < .001 
 
Ethnicity Fisher Exact Test   .200 
 
Entry Age Pearson Chi-Square 42.11 5 < .001 
 
Number of 
Placements 
 
Pearson Chi-Square 22.38 9 .007 
Time in 
Placement 
 
Pearson Chi-Square 63.65 5 < .001 
Type of 
Placement 
 
Fisher Exact Test   < .001 
Special Education 
Status 
Pearson Chi-Square 3.13 1 .070 
Note. *Significant at the .05 level 
  
Table 14.  
Full Data Model Analysis with dummy variables  
Domain Variable 
Description 
Coefficients Estimate  SE  z   p 
       
       
  Gender  
Male 
-0.33 0.16 -2.04 .04* 
       
Ethnicity Other Ethn1***     
 African 
American 
Ethn2 0.39 0.18 2.11 .03* 
 White Ethn3 0.57 0.26 2.19 .02* 
 Asian/PI Ethn4 0.75 0.73 1.02 .30 
 Am Indian Ethn5 1.11 0.78 1.42 .15 
 Filipino Ethn6 1.87 1.26 1.47 .14 
 Hispanic Enth7** NA NA NA NA 
       
Entry Age 0-3  Entry1 1.73 0.62 2.78 .005* 
 3-6 Entry2 1.64 0.63 2.61 .008* 
 6-9 Entry3 1.64 0.62 2.63 .008* 
 9-12 Entry4 1.61 0.65 2.48 .01* 
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 12-15 Entry5 0.84 0.40 2.05 .04* 
 15-18 Entry6** NA NA NA NA 
       
Time in 
Placement 
<1 Time1 2.59 1.07 2.41 .01* 
 1-3 Time2 2.67 0.73 3.62 .0002* 
 3-5 Time3 2.13 0.67 3.14 .001* 
 5-7 Time4 0.83 0.60 1.39 .16 
 7-9 Time5 -0.18 0.38 -0.47 .63 
 >9 Time6** NA NA NA NA 
       
Number of 
Placements 
1 Place1 0.37 0.31 1.18 .23 
 2 Place2 0.62 0.30 2.05 .04* 
 3 Place3 0.73 0.30 2.37 .01* 
 4 Place4 0.71 0.31 2.25 .02* 
 5 Place5 0.43 0.32 1.32 .18 
 6 Place6 0.06 0.34 0.18 .85 
 7 Place7 0.80 0.36 2.23 .02* 
 8 Place8 0.12 0.37 0.33 .73 
 9 Place9 -0.006 0.42 -0.01 .98 
 10+ Place10** NA NA NA NA 
       
Type of 
Placement 
Guardian 
Home 
Type1 -1.73 1.52 -1.14 .25 
 Tribe Home Type2***     
 FFA Home Type3 -0.55 1.51 -0.36 .71 
 Relative 
Home 
Type4 -0.76 1.51 -0.50 .61 
 Small Family  Type5  -1.91 1.92 -0.99 .32 
 Foster Family Type6 -1.71 1.54 -1.11 .26 
 Group Home Type7 -1.68 1.53 -1.09 .27 
 County 
Shelter 
Type8***     
 Court 
Specified 
Type9** NA NA NA NA 
       
Reentries  Previous 
Cases 
-0.001 0.19 -0.008 .99 
       
Special Ed  IEP=Y** -0.32 0.32 -1.01 .31 
Note. *Significant at the .05 level, **reference variable, ***no cases 
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 To determine which variables best fit the model, the Akaike Information Criterion 
(AIC) statistical procedure was used on all of the study variables. A 22-step procedure 
was conducted in which variables were removed from the model to determine the 
variables that created the best overall model. The AIC procedure was used as the final 
determinant of the variables included in the model. These variables are presented in Table 
15.  
Table 15.  
Logistic Regression Analysis of 790 Foster Youth by Graduation Status Model I. 
 
Predictor ß SE ß Wald x
2
 p Odds 
Change 
Marginal 
Probability 
 
Intercept -1.3148 0.5805 -2.26 .0235   
Gender M -0.3227 0.1615 -2.00 .0235 -27.57 0.16 
Type1 -0.9752 0.1988 -4.91 .0457 -62.28 0.09 
Type6 -1.0110 0.3183 -4.91 .0000 -63.61 0.08 
Type7 -1.0500 0.2718 -3.86 .0001 -65.00 0.08 
Entry1 1.5512 0.5930 2.62 .0089 371.69 0.55 
Entry2 1.4666 0.6054 2.42 .0154 333.46 0.53 
Entry3 1.5026 0.6011 2.50 .0124 349.34 0.54 
Entry4 1.5537 0.6089 2.55 .0107 372.89 0.55 
Entry5 0.8393 0.4071 2.06 .0393 131.47 0.38 
Time1 2.7626 0.9987 2.77 .0057 1484.09 0.80 
Time2 2.8367 0.6238 4.55 .0000 1605.99 0.82 
Time3 2.2662 0.5531 4.10 .0000 864.23 0.72 
Time4 0.9616 0.4572 2.10 .0355 161.59 0.41 
Place2 0.4302 0.2393 1.80 .0723 53.76 0.29 
Place3 0.5473 0.2562 2.14 .0327 72.85 0.31 
Place4 0.5283 0.2713 1.95 .0515 69.60 0.31 
Place7 0.6410 0.3229 1.99 .0471 89.84 0.33 
Ethn7 -0.4554 0.1698 -2.68 .0073 -36.58 0.14 
       
 An eight-domain 15-predictor logistic model was fit to the data to address the 
research questions regarding the relationship between the likelihood of a foster youth 
graduating from high school and gender, ethnicity, entry age, time in placement, type of 
placement, number of placements and special education services. The logistic regression 
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analysis was carried out by the Logistic procedure in R version 2.12.0 (R Development 
Core Team) in the Windows Vista environment (R programming codes found in 
Appendix D).  
The results showed that  
 Predicted logit of (GRADUATE) =1.3148       
  + (0.3227)*GENDERM+ (0.9752)*TYPE1+ (1.0110)*TYPE6+ 
  (1.0500)*TYPE7+ (1.5512)*ENTRY1+ (1.4666)*ENTRY2+ 
  (1.5026)*ENTRY3+ (1.5537)*ENTRY4+ (0.8393)*ENTRY5 + 
  (2.7626)*TIME1+ (2.8367)*TIME2+ (2.2662)*TIME3+ 
  (0.9616)*TIME4+ (0.4302)*PLACE2+ (0.5473)*PLACE3+ 
  (0.5283)*PLACE4+ (0.6410)*PLACE7+ (0.6410)*ETHN7 
 According to Model 1, the log odds of a foster youth graduating from high school 
were negatively related to being male, having a placement type of 1,6, or7, or being of 
ethnicity 7. This means that the above mentioned predictors decrease a student’s odds of 
graduating from high school (See Table 16 for odds changes). The research questions 
posed in this study were related to the outcome of graduation and not the outcome of non-
graduation. Some variables were collapsed and reference variables were selected to fit a 
model for the best indications of graduation. 
 To develop Model 2, coefficients, standard error, p-values, and marginal 
probabilities for each significant predictor within each domain were analyzed for 
statistical similarities. From that analysis the seven predictors in the domain of ethnicity 
were collapsed into two the six predictors in the domain of time in placement were 
collapsed into two and the ten predictors in the domain of number of placements were 
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collapsed into two (See Table13 for collapsed variables). According to Peng, Lee and 
Ingersoll (2002), the adequacy of a logistic regression model relies on an overall test of 
all parameters, statistical significance test of all predictors, goodness of fit statistics for 
the model, statistics determining the predictive power of the model, and interpretability of 
the model. By fitting the data to express the best predictors of graduation, Model 2 was 
more interpretable in addressing the research questions.  
 In Model 2 , an eight-domain 7-predictor logistic model was fit to the data to 
address the research questions regarding the relationship between the likelihood of a 
foster youth graduating from high school and gender, ethnicity, entry age, time in 
placement, type of placement, and number of placements. The logistic regression analysis 
was carried out by the logistic procedure in R® version 2.12.0 (R Development Core 
Team) in the Windows Vista environment (R programming codes found in Appendix D). 
The results showed that 
 Predicted logit of (GRADUATE) =-1.5682 
  + (0.3321)*FEMALE+ (0.4641)*ETHNOTHR+  
  (-0. 4936)*ENTRY2+ (1.0464)*TYPE3+ (0.8549)*TYPE4+   
  (1.0798)*TIME10>+ (0.3485)*PLACE7> 
According to Model 2, being female, non-Hispanic, being placed in a foster family 
agency home or a relative home, having less than seven placements and being in care for 
less than ten years all increased a student’s odds of high school graduation. Entering 
foster care between the ages of 12 and 15 decreased students’ odds of graduation. The 
variables developed for Model 2 are presented in Table 16.  
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Table 16. 
Logistic Regression Analysis of 790 Foster Youth by Graduation Status Model 2 by R 
(Version 2.12.0) 
Predictor ß SE ß Wald x
2
 df p Odds 
Change 
Marginal 
Probability 
 
Constant -1.5682 0.2231 -7.03  .00   
Gender F 0.3321 0.1579 2.10 1 .03 39.38 0.23 
OtherEthn 0.4641 0.1640 2.83 1 .00 59.06 0.25 
Type3 1.0464 0.2072 5.05 1 .00 184.74 0.37 
Type4 0.8549 0.1754 4.87 1 .00 135.10 0.33 
Entry5 -0.4936 0.2423 -2.04 1 .04 -38.95 0.11 
Time<10 1.0798 0.2061 5.24 1 .00    194.40 0.38 
Place<7 0.3485 0.1642 2.12 1 .03 41.69 0.23 
 
Test 
   
x
2
 
 
df 
 
p 
  
Overall model evaluation      
Likelihood ratio test 106.46 7 .00   
Wald test -7.03 7 .00   
Goodness of fit test      
LR 106.46 7 .00   
      
Note. R programming codes: [cat("FULL DATA MODEL ANALYSIS with DUMMY 
VARIABLES",file=fN,"\n","\n",append=T)]. Cox and Snell R
2 
= .0168. Nagelkerke R
2
= 
.0168 Kendall’s Tau-a= 0.208. Goodman-Kruskal Gamma= .0427. Somer’s Dxy = .0416. 
c statistic = 70.98%. Some statistics reported herein use 4 decimal places for statistical 
accuracy. 
 
 To determine the appropriateness of using Model 2 to address the research 
questions, a comparison of Model 1 and Model 2 was done examining statistical 
significance and measures of association for both models. According to Peng, Lee, and 
Ingersoll (2002), the c statistic is used to compare different models fitted to the same data 
set. The range of the c statistic is between .50 and 1. A .50 value means that the model is 
no better at assigning cases to the graduate and non graduate cohorts than chance. The c 
statistic in Model 1 indicates that for 72% of all possible pairs of foster youth, one 
graduate and one non graduate, the model correctly assigned a higher probability to those 
who graduated. When examining the c statistic and prediction accuracy alone, Model 1 
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was slightly more accurate than Model 2 (.72and .70, respectfully). Overall, there was 
only a difference of 2% in prediction accuracy by the c statistic between the two models; 
thus, the models are statistically comparable. When evaluating both models overall, 
Model 2 was slightly less accurate but far more interpretable than Model 1with fewer 
variables. Comparisons of Model 1 and Model 2 are presented in Table 17. 
Table 17. 
Comparison of High School Graduation Prediction Models 1 & 2 by p-values and C. 
 P C Prediction Accuracy 
Model 1 .00 .724 0.6835 
Model 2 .00 .708 0.6620 
 
Table 18.  
The Observed and the Predicted Frequencies for Foster Youth High School Graduation 
by Logistic Regression Model 2 With the cutoff of 0.50 
 Predicted  
Observed No Yes % Correct 
 
Graduate No 271 138 65.7 
Graduate Yes 129 252 65.1 
Overall % Correct   66.2 
Note. Sensitivity = 0.64. Specificity =0.67. False positive =.16 False negative =.17. False 
positive and negative values affected by sampling bias due to graduate/non graduate 
stratification of sample. 
 
 The purpose of the current study was to determine if high school graduation can 
be predicted based on the independent variables of gender, ethnicity, entry age, time in 
foster care placement, type of placement, number of placements, and special education 
status. A leave-one-out cross validation was performed to assess the predicted 
probabilities in Model 2. The results of the cross validation indicate that Model 2 has a 
66.20 percent prediction accuracy rate which is greater than chance. The observed and 
predicted frequencies for high school graduation in foster youth are presented in Table 
18. 
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 To explore the research questions, each question will be restated with the outcome 
of Model 2 addressing the question.  
 1. To what extent does gender predict a foster youth’s odds of graduating from 
high school in relationship to the variables of ethnicity, entry age, time in placement, type 
of placement, number of placements, and special education status? 
 There is a statistically significant difference between foster youth graduates and 
non graduates based on gender (see Table 14). According to the Model 2, the log odds of 
graduation- increases (38.14) for females. This means that a 1 unit change in gender 
(male to female) results in a 38.14 unit change in the log odds of graduation. In other 
words, females were 1.3814 times more likely to graduate than males. Additionally, with 
all other variables held at constant, being female increases the marginal probability of 
graduating from high school by 23 percent.  
 2. To what extent does ethnicity predict a foster youth’s odds of graduating from 
high school in relationship to the variables of gender, entry age, time in placement, type 
of placement, number of placements, and special education status? 
 There is a statistically significant difference between graduates and non graduates 
based on ethnicity (see Table 14). Being of “other” ethnicity (all ethnicities excluding 
Hispanic) increases a foster youth’s odds of graduating from high school. According to 
Model 2, the log odds of graduation increases (59.06) for foster youth of other ethnicity 
(see Table 17).  This means that a 1 unit change in ethnicity (Hispanic to non-Hispanic) 
results in a 59.06 unit change in the log odds of graduation. Non Hispanics were 1.5906 
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times more likely to graduate than Hispanics. Additionally, with all other variables held 
at constant, other ethnicity increases the marginal probability of graduating from high 
school by 25 percent. 
 3. To what extent does a student’s age when entering the foster care system 
predict the odds of a foster youth’s graduating from high school prior to emancipation in 
relationship to the variables of gender, ethnicity, time in placement, type of placements, 
number of placements and special education status? 
There is a statistically significant difference between graduates and non graduates based 
on the age they entered foster care (see Table 14). According to Model 2, the log odds of 
graduation decreases (-38.95) for foster youth who enter care age 12-15 (see table 17). 
This means a 1 unit change in entry age (9-12 to 12-15) results in a -38.95 change in the 
log odds of graduation. Foster youth entering care between the ages of 12-15 were .6105 
times less likely to graduate from high school than foster youth entering care at other 
ages. Additionally, with all other variables held at constant, entry age 12-15 decreases the 
marginal probability of graduation by 11 percent.  
 4. To what extent does the amount of time a student is in foster care predict a 
foster youth’s odds of graduating from high school prior to emancipation in relationship 
to the variables of gender, ethnicity, entry age, type of placement, number of placements 
and special education status ? 
 There is a statistically significant difference in graduates and non graduates based 
on the amount of time spent in foster care (see table 14). According to Model 2, the log 
odds of graduation increases (194.40) for youth in foster care ten years or less. This 
means that a 1 unit change in time in care (10 years to 9 years) results in a 194.40 unit 
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change in the log odds of graduation. Foster youth who were in care for less than ten 
years were 2.94 times more likely to graduate than youth who were in care for more than 
ten years. Additionally, with all other variables held at constant, being in foster care ten 
years or less increases the marginal probability of graduation by 38 percent. 
 5. To what extent does the type of foster care placement at emancipation predict a 
foster youth’s odds of graduating from high school in relationship to the variables of 
gender, ethnicity, entry age, time in placement, number of placements and special 
education status? 
 There was a statistically significant difference between graduates and non 
graduates by type of placement (see Table 17). According to Model 2, the log odds of 
graduation increases for youth in foster family agency homes (184.74) and relative homes 
(135.10). This means that a 1unit change in type of placement ( any placement to foster 
family agency home or relative home results in a 184.74 (foster family agency) or 135.10 
change in the log odds of graduation.  Foster youth in foster family agency homes were 
2.8474 times more likely to graduate than foster youth in other placement types. Foster 
youth in relative homes were 2.3510 times more likely to graduate than foster youth in 
other types of placements. Additionally, with all other variables held at constant, a foster 
youth’s marginal probability of graduation increases by 33 percent in a relative’ home 
and by 37 percent in an foster family agency home. 
 6. To what extent does the number of foster care placements that a student 
experiences prior to emancipation predict a foster youth’s odds of graduating from high 
school in relationship to the variables of gender, ethnicity, time in placement, entry age, 
type of placement, and special education status? 
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 There was a statistically significant difference between graduates and non 
graduates based on the number of placements they experienced. According to Model 2, 
the log odds of graduation increase (41.69) for foster youth who have seven placements 
or less. This means that a 1 unit change in number of placements (8 to 7) results in a 
41.69 change in the log odds of graduation. Foster youth who had seven placements or 
less were 1.4169 times more likely to graduate than foster youth with more than seven 
placements. Additionally, with all other variables held at constant, the marginal 
probability of graduation increases by 23 percent. 
 7. To what extent does the status of receiving special education services predict 
the odds of a foster youth’s graduating from high school prior to emancipation in 
relationship to the variables of gender, ethnicity, entry age, time in placement, type of 
placement, and number of placements? 
 There was no statistically significant difference between graduates and non 
graduates based on receiving special education services (see Table 14). Special education 
was not a predictor of graduation in the sample used in this study. 
 To address the research questions, logistic regression was performed on the data. 
Results indicated that gender, ethnicity, entry age, time in placement, type of placement, 
and number of placements were statistically significant predictors of high school 
graduation (p<.05). Special education was not a statistically significant predictor of high 
school graduation but approached significance (p=.07) in the univariate analysis. In the 
multivariate analysis, special education was non significant with a p value of .30. The 
data were fitted to a logistic regression model using the R statistical package. Results of 
the model indicate that the log odds and marginal probabilities for each statistically 
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significant variable increased the odds of high school graduation except for entry age of 
12-15. Additionally, all individual predictors in the model were statistically significant 
(see Table 13). To validate the predicted probabilities of the model a classification table 
was generated. Results of the classification were that the model accurately predicted high 
school graduation in the foster youth sample 66.2 percent of the time which is greater 
than by chance (see Table 18). Other measures of association validated the predicted 
probabilities generated by the model. The Gamma statistic for the model is 0.4270 which 
is interpreted as 42.70% fewer errors made in predicting which of two foster youths 
would graduate from high school by using the estimated probabilities than by chance 
alone. The c statistic for the model is 0.70 (see Table 17). This means that for 70% of all 
possible pairs of foster youths- one graduate and one non graduate- the model correctly 
assigned a higher probability to those who graduated.  
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CHAPTER V 
SUMMARY, LIMITATIONS, 
 DISCUSSION and IMPLICATIONS 
 The last chapter of this study is divided into eight sections. Section one 
summarizes the study. Section two gives an overview of the relevant findings in the 
study. Section three reviews the study limitations in light of the results. Section four gives 
a discussion of the findings in relationship to the literature review. Section five discusses 
conclusions based on the study outcomes. Section six presents the implications of the 
study in terms of future research. Section seven provides information on how the current 
study can guide future social work and educational practices in relationship to the study 
results. Section eight summarizes the chapter. 
Summary of Study 
 
 Foster youth experience many impediments to academic achievement. Three-
fourths of foster youth do not perform at grade level and half have been retained at least 
one grade (Parrish et al. 2001). Foster youth who do not graduate from high school have 
higher risk of unemployment and criminal justice involvement (Courtney et al. 2005). 
High school graduation has been identified as a primary academic outcome for foster 
youth in some studies (Geenen & Powers, 2006; Merdinger, Hines, Lemon, Osterling, & 
Wyatt, 2005). Some of the experiences of children in foster care have been identified as 
educational risks factors. Low expectation from caregivers, multiple home placements 
with school changes, and inconsistent social support contribute to these risks. Some 
researchers (Rosenfeld & Richmond, 2003) argue that the condition of being in foster 
care is an educational risk factor in itself. Foster youth who receive special education 
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services experience an additional set of risks to academic achievement. These risks are 
related to implementation of the services that they are mandated to receive. Issues with 
special education services include placement instability, and under and over identification 
of special education needs in the foster youth population (Altshuler, 1997; Zetlin & Shea, 
2003; Zetlin, Weinburg, & Kim, 2004; Zetlin, Weinburg, & Shea, 2006). 
 Researchers have identified five major dimensions related to the institutional 
experience of foster care (Jones & Moses, 1984). The dimensions of foster care are: (a) 
the child’s age when entering care, (b) age when exiting care, (c) the number of years in 
care, (d) the number of placements (residential) experienced while in care, and (e) the 
type of placement (e.g., kinship, foster home, group home or institutional) while in care. 
Research has shown that each of these dimensions has an influence on academic 
achievement in foster youth (Barth, 1990; Courtney et al., 2001; Fanshel, Finch, & 
Grundy, 1990; Geenen & Powers, 2006; Mc Millen & Tucker, 1999; Mech & Fung, 
1999; Merdinger, Hines, Lemon, Osterling, & Wyatt, 2005; Pecora et al., 2006; Rubin, 
O’Reilly, Luan, & Localio, 2007; Zimmerman, 1982). The purpose of this study was to 
examine the influence of the independent variables of gender, ethnicity, entry age into 
foster care, time in placement, type of placement, number of placements, and special 
education status on the dependent variable of high school graduation. 
 The theoretical construct underlying this study is resilience. Resilience evolved 
from studies related to three distinct areas of psychological research. These areas relate to 
individual differences in relationship to the recovery from trauma, the ability to adapt to 
stressful experiences, and the ability of people from high risk groups to obtain better 
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outcomes than would normally be expected from members of those groups (Waxman, 
Gray, & Padron, 2007). 
 Academic resilience has been defined as “the phenomenon of statistically unlikely 
academic achievement among marginalized and disenfranchised students” (Morales, p. 
23). According to Morales (2008), the academic resilience process is seen as a student’s 
ability to successfully navigate through the cycle. The steps are: (a) the student 
recognizes his or her major risk factors; (b) the student manifests and/or seeks out 
protective factors that have the potential to offset or mitigate negative effects of the risk 
factors; (c) the student manages his or her protective factors in concert to propel him or 
herself toward high academic achievement; (d) the student recognizes the effectiveness of 
the protective factors and continues to refine and implement them; and (e) the constant 
and continuous refinement and implementation of protective factors, along with the 
evolving vision of the student’s desired destination, sustain the student’s progress. In the 
current study, the academic resiliency cycle theorized by Morales was examined in the 
context of a foster youth’s ability to develop and maintain academic protective factors 
within unstable foster care environments. 
 To conduct the study, data were randomly collected from closed case files of the 
Los Angeles County Department of Children and Family Services through the 
CMS/CWS case management system. Data on the variables of gender, ethnicity, entry 
age, time in placement, type of placement, number of placements, and special education 
status were randomly selected from foster youth who participated in the Celebration 1 
and 2 events in 2008 and 2009 (n=390). Because high school graduation was verified 
through the respective high school counselors, this constituted the graduate cohort. To 
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create the non graduate cohort, data were randomly selected from a group of foster youth 
who aged out of the system with the last recorded grade level as 10
th
 grade or less 
(n=400). 
 In order to analyze the data, descriptive statistics of the sample, graduate, and non 
graduate cohorts was presented. To determine the influence of the independent variables 
of gender, ethnicity, time in placement, type of placement, number of placements, and 
special education status on the dependent variable of high school graduation, logistic 
regression was performed on the data. Results indicated that there were statistically 
significant differences between graduates and non graduates on the variables of gender, 
ethnicity, time in placement, type of placement, and number of placements (p<.05). 
Special education status was not significant (p=.07). A logistic regression model was 
built using the significant variables.  
Summary of Findings 
 To address the research questions postulated in this study, each question is 
presented below with the findings in relationship to the logistic regression model 
developed in this study; the findings are presented as follows with all other variables held 
at constant. 
 1. To what extent does gender predict a foster youth’s odds of graduating from 
high school in relationship to the variables of ethnicity, entry age, time in placement, type 
of placement, number of placements, and special education status? Female gender 
increased a foster youth’s odds of graduation (39.38). Females were 1.3814 times more 
likely to graduate than males, and the marginal probability of graduation increased 23 
percent for females.  
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 2. To what extent does ethnicity predict a foster youth’s odds of graduating from 
high school in relationship to the variables of gender, entry age, time in placement, type 
of placement, number of placements, and special education status? Ethnicity other than 
Hispanic increased a foster youth’s odds of graduation (59.06). Non Hispanics were 
1.5906 times more likely to graduate than Hispanics, and the marginal probability of 
graduation increased 25 percent for ethnicity other than Hispanic.  
 3. To what extent does a student’s age when entering the foster care system 
predict the odds of a foster youth’s graduating from high school prior to emancipation in 
relationship to the variables of gender, ethnicity, time in placement, type of placements, 
number of placements and special education status? Entering foster care age 12-15 
decreased a foster youth’s odd of graduation (-38.95). Children who entered care at age 
12 to 15 were .6105 times less likely to graduate than children who entered care at other 
ages, and the marginal probability for graduation decreased 11 % for foster youth who 
entered care between 12 and 15.  
 4. To what extent does the amount of time a student is in foster care predict a 
foster youth’s odds of graduating from high school prior to emancipation in relationship 
to the variables of gender, ethnicity, entry age, type of placement, number of placements 
and special education status ? Living in foster care for ten years or less increases foster 
youth’s odds of graduation (194.40). Foster youth who were in care for less than 10 years 
were 2.9401 times more likely to graduate than youth who were in care for more than ten 
years and, the marginal probability of graduating increases by 38% for foster youth in 
care for 10 years or less.  
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 5. To what extent does the type of foster care placement at emancipation predict a 
foster youth’s odds of graduating from high school in relationship to the variables of 
gender, ethnicity, entry age, time in placement, number of placements and special 
education status? Placement in a foster family agency home increased a foster youth’s 
odds of graduation (184.74). Foster youth in foster family agency homes were 2.8474 
times more likely to graduate than foster youth in other placement types. The marginal 
probability for graduation increased 37% for foster youth placed in a foster family agency 
home at the time the case closed. Placement in a relative home increased a foster youth’s 
odds of graduation (135.10). Foster youth in relative homes were 2.3510 times more 
likely to graduate than foster youth in other types of placements.  The marginal 
probability of graduation increased by 33% for foster youth placed in a relative home at 
the time the case was closed. 
 6. To what extent does the number of foster care placements that a student 
experiences prior to emancipation predict a foster youth’s odds of graduating from high 
school in relationship to the variables of gender, ethnicity, time in placement, entry age, 
type of placement, and special education status? Having seven placements or less 
increased foster youth’s odds of graduation (41.69). Foster youth who had seven 
placements or less were 1.4169 times more likely to graduate than foster youth with more 
than seven placements. The marginal probability of graduation increased 23% for foster 
youths who had seven or less placements while in foster care.  
 7. To what extent does the status of receiving special education services predict 
the odds of a foster youth’s graduating from high school prior to emancipation in 
relationship to the variables of gender, ethnicity, entry age, time in placement, type of 
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placement, and number of placements? Special education service was not a significant 
predictor of high school graduation at the .05 significance level. 
Limitations 
 This study has some limitations to address. The limitations related to this study 
will be discussed in three areas. First, limitations that relate to phenomenological issues 
of the foster youth experience and high school graduation will be identified. Next, issues 
related to the validity of the study will be examined. Lastly, limitations related to the 
reliability of the logistic regression model will be addressed. 
 Phenomenological issues presented limitations to the results of the study. As 
argued by Burley and Halpurn (2001) the phenomenon of educational attainment for 
foster youth are comprised of many interrelated factors. While this study attempted to 
explore factors related to graduation and the foster care experience, it cannot account for 
all factors that contribute to the academic success or failure for foster youth.  This means 
that although the Model developed to explore high school graduation in foster youth has 
valid predictive capabilities (c=.70), there are factors that contribute to high school 
graduation which may not be accounted for in the Model. This implies that when 
interpreting the results of the study, caution must be exhibited in viewing the variables in 
the model as being the totality of the variables that explain the phenomena. 
 The period of time chosen to obtain the sample from posed a limitation to the 
study. The current study was conducted on a sample with a graduation span of two years. 
Two years is enough time to look at the phenomena of high school graduation in foster 
youth statically but limits a view of the phenomena over time.  Although two years gave 
useful information regarding foster youth and high school graduation, long term trends 
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examining the relationship between graduation and the foster care experience were not 
possible to examine.  
 The special education variable in the study was not detailed enough to give a 
concise view of its relationship to high school graduation in foster youth. Although it was 
not statistically significant in this study, it has been show to be significant to foster youth 
academic achievement in other studies (Geenen & Powers, 2006). A possible reason is 
that without collecting data on the particular types of special education services a child 
receives, it is difficult to asses the true effects of special education services on high 
school graduation.  This limits the interpretation of the results of the study. An in depth 
analysis of special education by disability status could reveal that some types of 
disabilities could be very significant in predicting high school graduation in foster youth. 
This limitation cautions the reader to interpret the results of the study in the context of the 
entirety of the study which means that there is a possibility that factors such as special 
education services could indeed be important in terms of predicting graduation in foster 
youth. 
 In the context of the current study validity refers to the extent to which the Model 
is accurately measuring high school graduation. Since half of the subjects in the study 
had verified high school graduation status, there are no issues with validity that would 
limit the study results. One limitation relates to errors in data collection on graduates and 
non graduates. If a high school counselor made a mistake in recording the graduation 
status of a student, that case would confound the regression model in the current study. 
Likewise if the data on a foster youth that actually graduated from high school was 
entered into the CMS/CWS system in error as a non-graduate a similar confound would 
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occur. If a confound existed in the data, all of the conclusions about the prediction model 
would be invalid since the assumption of dichotomy in the dependent variable of 
graduation would be violated.  Although the likelihood of this occurring was low, the 
issue needed to be addressed as a limitation to the study. Additionally, since the cases of 
graduates were selected from a group of students who chose to be in that group and not 
randomly assigned by the researcher, selection bias could also constitute a threat to 
validity in this study. 
 In the context of the current study reliability refers to the extent that the Model 
predicts graduation status in foster youth. Although the model in the study has a 66% 
prediction accuracy, 34% of the time the Model made an inaccurate prediction. This 
means that although the Model has a better that by chance accuracy, it makes an 
inaccurate prediction approximately 1 out of 3 times. This is a limitation because it 
indicates that there are other factors in play when it comes to predicting high school 
graduation in foster youth. This implies that the Model developed in this study should not 
be seen as the definitive answer to the relationship between the foster care experience and 
high school graduation in foster youth. An additional reliability limitation deals with the 
mathematical definitions programmed into the statistical packages used to conduct 
logistic regression analysis. According to Peng, Lee and Ingersoll (2002), none of the 
packages they reviewed were free of error in performing logistic regression.  Although R 
was not one of the statistical packages that was part of their review, data from this study 
was analyzed in SPSS and revealed similar statistical inconsistencies as reported by Peng, 
Lee, and Ingersoll (2002).  
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 There were some small groups within the study sample which limits 
interpretability of findings for those groups. There were many groups within the sample 
that consisted of 1% or less of the total sample. Small groups such as Native American 
(n=8), Asian/Pacific Islander (n=8), Pilipino (n=5), entry age <1 (n=8), placement in 
court specified home (n=2), placement in a small family home (n=4), and IEP-yes 
(n=52), had sample sizes that were so small that they severely limit interpreting the 
Model in relationship to those groups.  
 Finally, although the sample in this study is a good representation of the 
population of emancipated youth in Los Angeles County for the period of time in the 
study (29%), results of the study are limited to the population the sample came from. This 
is a limitation because the demographics of the sample are not the same or similar to all 
other populations of foster youth around the country. This means that the results of this 
study cannot be generalized to all other populations of foster youth around the country. 
Discussion of Findings 
 The findings in this study are discussed in relationship to the prediction model, 
research questions, theoretical framework, and previous studies related to academic 
resiliency, foster youth, and high school graduation. According to the Model developed in 
this study, gender, ethnicity, entry age, time in placement, type of placement, and, 
number of placements were all significant predictors of high school graduation for foster 
youth. 
 The gender domain provided significant findings in predicting high school 
graduation in foster youth. There were statistically significant differences between 
graduates and non graduates based on gender (p=<.05). Females were 1.3814 times more 
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likely to graduate from high school than males. Although gender data were collected in 
many studies of academic achievement in foster youth, the vast majority of studies 
reviewed only presented gender data in descriptive form. Of the few studies that used 
gender as an inferential statistic, some of the findings generally supported the gender 
finding in this study and some did not.  
 The gender results in the current study do not support the findings of Burley and 
Halpurn (2001). In their study males had a decrease in percentile rankings on 
achievement test in the 3
rd
 grade (0.7) and an increase in percentile rankings on 
achievement test in the 9
th
 grade (1.3). In the study conducted by Jones and Moses (1984) 
females had more education than males (11.6 years and 11.4 years, respectively).  More 
females had completed at least one year of college (n=29%) than males (n=17%).  
 The gender finding in the current study supports the inference about female foster 
youth and high school graduation in the Jones and Moses study. Higher rates of college 
entrance could infer higher rates of graduation for females based on a higher likelihood of 
graduation than for males. In terms of the academic resiliency cycle theorized by Morales 
(2008) females may be more effective in developing and maintaining the social supports 
necessary for academic achievement than males. 
 Ethnicity played a role in predicting high school graduation in foster youths. The 
domain of ethnicity provided mixed findings in relationship to the research question 
about ethnicity in the current study. There was no statistically significant difference 
between graduates and non graduates by ethnicity as a domain (p=.20). When examining 
each ethnicity as separate variables, two were statistically significant. In Model 1, 
African American (p=.03), and White (p=.02) showed statistically significant differences 
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between graduates and non graduates with Hispanic as the reference variable. With 
ethnicity variables collapsed into Non Hispanic and Hispanic there was a statistically 
significant difference between Hispanics and Non Hispanics in terms of graduation in 
foster youth.(p=.00). Non Hispanics were 1.5906 times more likely to graduate than 
Hispanics.  
 The ethnicity finding in the current study does not support the findings of Burley 
and Halpurn (2001). Ethnicity was not significant in terms of on time high school 
completion between foster and non-foster youth although the sample of foster youth was 
disproportionally students of color. Merdinger et al. (2005) found a significant difference 
between Mexican Americans and African Americans in terms of the total years spent in 
care and the age when first placed in care but no differences in academic achievement by 
ethnicity were reported. Blome (1997) examined high school performance in a 
comparison study between foster youth and non foster youth but ethnicity was not a 
variable in the comparison.  A possible explanation for the finding in the current study is 
that there is a large diverse ethnic population in the sample (see Table 1). Other studies 
were conducted where the foster youth population was not as large or diverse as in the 
current study (Jones & Moses, 1984). The size and diversity of the sample and the 
methods of analysis may have facilitated the finding in this study.   
 The domain of entry age provided significant findings in terms of how the age a 
child entered foster care predicted high school graduation. Overall, there was a significant 
difference between graduates and non graduates based on entry age (p=<.01).  All entry 
ages had statistical significance with higher graduation rates for early and late entries into 
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care.  Only the category of children who entered care between the ages of 12-15 had a 
decrease in the log odds of graduation.  
 Although entry age into foster care was reported as a sample characteristic in 
some studies (Jones & Moses, 1984; Merdinger et al., 2005) correlations between entry 
age and academic achievement were rare. Rosenfeld and Richmond (2003) examined 
middle school foster youth and non foster youth in terms of social support and 
educational outcomes.  Results showed that foster youth reported lower grades than non 
foster youth. This finding supports the finding in the current study of lower graduation 
odds for middle school foster youth. Entry age was the Children who entered care at age 
twelve to fifteen were .6105 times less likely to graduate than children who entered care 
at other ages. 
 Looking at the entry age finding in light of the academic resiliency cycle 
theorized by Morales (2008), the age of twelve to fifteen is a critical point of transition in 
terms of education.  According to the U.S. Department of Education (2005) the average 
entry age to middle school is 11-12 and the average entry age to high school is 14-15. For 
students entering foster care during that period of time, the academic resiliency cycle in 
the context of this finding would suggest that critical academic resiliency support 
structures may be disrupted and not successfully redeveloped in the transition from 
elementary to middle school and middle to high school.  
 Further analysis of entry age data in this study in relationship to time in placement 
and number of placements alone may reveal that early entries into care might have a 
positive relationship with a low number of placements. Further, late entries into care 
might be reflective of the function between a student’s age entering care and their time in 
168 
 
 
placement. In other words, the fact that older students spend less time in care because of 
the age limits of foster care, may contribute to higher graduation rates for older entries 
into care. Additionally, older youths entering foster care may have developed social 
support structures prior to entry into care that remain stable through the foster care 
experience. 
 The domain of time in placement was significant in predicting high school 
graduation in foster youths. There was a statistically significant difference between high 
school graduates and non graduates based on the amount of time a foster youth spent in 
placement (p=<.01). In Model 1 the variables Time1, Time2 Time3 and, Time4 were all 
statistically significant. These four time variables represent an amount of time in 
placement between one and ten years. In Model 2 these four variables were collapsed into 
one variable (<10 years) which was also significant (p=<.01). Foster youth who were in 
care for less than ten years were 2.94 times more likely to graduate than foster youth that 
were in care for more than ten years.  
 Although time in placement was reported as a sample characteristic in some 
studies (Jones & Moses, 1984; Merdinger et al., 2005), correlations between time in 
placement and academic achievement were rare. The finding in the current study does not 
support the earlier findings of Burley and Halpurn (2001). They found no statistically 
significant differences in educational attainment based on length of stay in foster care 
with similar educational deficits in short and long term care. Pecora et al. (2006) defined 
time in care as low= fewer than 3.6 years, medium= 3.9 to 5.9 years, high= 5.9 years or 
more. In the current study most subjects would be defined as having a high amount of 
time in care (see Table 8). It is difficult to interpret this finding in terms of the academic 
169 
 
 
resiliency cycle theory (Morales, 2008). In relationship to the finding in this study, less 
time in care may have an influence on a student’s ability to develop and maintain 
academic protective factors. Additionally, children who spend less time in care may be 
more effective in re-establishing pre care support systems. 
 The type of placement foster youths lived in at the time the case was closed was a 
factor in predicting high school graduation. There were statistically significant 
differences between graduates and non graduates based on the type of placement they 
were in when the case was closed (p<.01). Further examination of the types of placement 
revealed that foster family agency homes and relative homes both improved foster youths 
odds of graduating from high school. Foster youth in foster family agency homes were 
2.8474 times more likely to graduate than foster youth in other placement types. Foster 
youth in relative homes were 2.3510 times more likely to graduate than foster youth in 
other types of placements.  
 This finding supports the previous findings of Mech and Fung (1999). They found 
that less restrictive placements such as foster homes were associated with higher scores in 
educational achievement. According to Mech and Fung, foster family agency homes and 
relative homes are the least restrictive placements that a foster youth could experience 
other than living independently or being in the home of a parent.  
 In terms of the academic resiliency cycle, foster family agency homes may 
provide a greater level of academic support than other types of placements. In the case of 
relative homes, much of the support mechanisms in a pre foster care environment may 
not be disrupted by the foster care experience. Curiously, foster care in a relative home 
may increase desirable educational outcomes because of monitoring by the state of the 
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child’s academic progress. This would facilitate the maintenance and development of 
academic protective factors theorized by Morales (2008). 
 The number of placements children have while in foster care was a predictor of 
high school graduation in foster youths. Overall, there was a statistically significant 
difference between graduates and non graduates based on the number of placements they 
experienced while in foster care (p<.01). Foster youth who had seven placements or less 
were 1.4169 times more likely to graduate than foster youth with more than seven 
placements.  
 This finding supports previous research regarding the number of placements 
foster youths experience. Research conducted over the past 20 years has consistently 
indicated a strong association between frequent residential placement changes in foster 
care and poor educational outcomes (Barth, 1990; Fanshel, Finch, & Grundy, 1990; Mc 
Millen & Tucker, 1999; Pecora et al., 2006; Rubin, O’Reilly, Luan, & Localio, 2007; 
Zimmerman, 1982). Youth who had fewer residential moves were more likely to have 
success in school (Mech & Fung, 1999; Zimmerman, 1982). Geenen and Powers (2006) 
found that the number of foster care placements was negatively associated with academic 
achievement.  
 This finding also supports the theory of academic resiliency presented by Morales 
(2008). Foster youths reported difficulties in developing the social supports due to 
frequent residential and school changes (Altshuler, 2003). These are the very supports 
identified by Rosenfeld and Richmond (2003) as crucial to academic achievement. In the 
context of this study, according to the academic resiliency cycle theorized by Morales, 
foster youths ability to develop the protective factors needed to graduate from high 
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school would be negatively affected by more than seven placements. This negative effect 
decreases the likelihood of graduation for youth who experience more that seven 
placements. 
 The domain of special education was not a predictor of high school graduation in 
the current study. There was no statistically significant difference between graduates and 
non graduates based on receiving special education services (p=.07). Special education 
service was not a significant predictor of high school graduation at the .05 significance 
level. Additionally, special education services was not a significant predictor of high 
school graduation in foster youth by the Akaike Information Criterion used in fitting the 
data to the model. 
  This finding does not support the findings of Geenen and Powers (2006). In their 
study foster care youths receiving special education services had lower GPAs and 
significantly fewer credits towards graduation than foster youths in general education. 
Their finding would infer that special education would be a significant predictor of high 
school graduation in foster youth. Because the special education approached statistical 
significance (p=.07) examining special education by disability criteria may have revealed 
statistical significance in one or more disability categories. 
Conclusions 
 There are many ways to interpret the results of this study and postulate 
conclusions based on the findings in this study. Conclusions discussed are presented in 
the context of the theoretical constructs underpinning the study, conclusions reached by 
prior researchers that are supported by this study, and conclusions from the findings in 
this study that have not been identified in prior research on the phenomena.   
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 The purpose of this study was to determine if high school graduation in the foster 
youth population could be predicted. The basis of this prediction was the relationship 
between gender, ethnicity, entry age to care, time in placement, number of placements, 
type of placement when the case closed, and special education status and high school 
graduation. The results of the study give evidence to the conclusion that the variables of 
gender, ethnicity, time in placement, type of placement, and number of placements have a 
measurable effect on the odds of foster youths graduating from high school. An analysis 
of the prediction model developed in this study reveals the degree to which these 
variables function as risk to academic achievement as measured by high school 
graduation. 
 The theory supporting this study is the academic resiliency cycle theory 
postulated by Morales (2008). According to Morales, two of the primary conclusions to 
the study that tested the academic resiliency cycle theory were 1) A theory that focused 
on success would provide hope and empowerment for marginalized groups; and 2) 
Understanding academic resilience through success would spread academic resilience 
through understanding the phenomena in that context.  This idea forms the theoretical 
conclusion reached in the current study. The development of a prediction model that can 
indicate variables linked to academic success in foster youth can facilitate academic 
success through understanding the findings of the model. Theoretically, development of 
the model provides support for future research in which high school graduation is used as 
the measure for academic resiliency which will help to satisfy criticism by resiliency 
researchers about measuring academic resiliency. 
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 The conclusion that all of the variables that account for the phenomena of high 
school graduation in foster youth are not accounted for in the model developed in this 
study are supported by the conclusions reached by previous researchers. The fact that the 
model developed in this study was only 66% accurate in predicting high school 
graduation supports the conclusions by Manning (2008), and Burley and Halpurn (2002). 
Both of these studies concluded that the phenomena of academic achievement in foster 
youth are a multidimensional phenomena with multiple expressions and multiple causes 
that affect academic performance in foster youth. Findings in the current study support 
the conclusion that there may be factors outside of those included in this study that 
contribute to academic performance in foster youth. 
 Another important conclusion in this study is that academic risk and protective 
factors related to the foster care experience can be quantified and evaluated in 
relationship to each individual foster child. The model developed in this study provided 
indicators for improving odds of graduation for foster youth. Foster youth that have 
placement in a foster family home or relative home, have less than seven placements, and 
are in care for less that ten years have better odds (less risk) of graduating from high 
school. Conversely, foster youth that have other types of placements, more than seven 
placements, and more that ten years in care can be viewed as having higher risk for not 
graduation from high school. 
 High risk foster youth need additional academic support and interventions. This 
conclusion supports the conclusions of Rosenfeld and Richmond (2003). The prediction 
model developed in the current study indicates that risks factors associated with high 
school graduation in foster youth (e.g. more than 7 placements) have measurable effects 
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on odds of high school graduation. A way to mitigate those effects is to provide intensive 
academic support services for foster youth at higher risk for academic failure. 
Implications for Research 
 The current study has some implications for future research.  Research 
implications will be discussed in the context of the limitations in the current study, the 
theoretical foundations of the study, the significance of the study, and the conclusions 
reached in the study.  
 Limitations presented to the current study provide some areas for future research. 
First, although the sample size of 790 was sufficient to conduct the study, a national 
study related to the foster youth experience and high school graduation for foster youth 
would give more generalizable insight to the phenomena. It would also assist in 
determining if there are regional differences in the effects of foster care on high school 
graduation.  Because of the interrelated factors that contribute to academic achievement 
identified by Burley and Halpurn (2002), more qualitative research on the phenomena 
should be conducted to provide insight into results of quantitative studies such as the 
current one. This could extend the current research by exploring additional variables that 
could account for the level of prediction accuracy in the current model. Identification of 
other variables such as placement distance from where the home a child is removed from 
could improve the prediction accuracy of the model developed in this study. 
 To examine the relationship of the foster care experience and high school 
graduation over time, longitudinal studies should be conducted to determine if the same 
predictors indentified in this study are stable over time. This could extend the findings of 
the current study by allowing researchers to identify how educational and social work 
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policy changes effect variables related to graduation in foster youth. In other words, 
policy changes related to placement stability could be better analyzed by examining the 
changes in the effects of placement stability based on the changes of the effects of 
placement on high school graduation over time. 
 The findings in this study reveal some areas of future research related to academic 
resiliency and the academic resiliency cycle theory argued by Morales (2008). Although 
there have been studies of foster youth and academic resiliency (Harris-Simms, 2006; 
Manning, 2008), additional studies examining the effects of entry age to foster care and 
the development of social and academic supports are needed. Further studies may provide 
insights to the finding in the current study related to the negative effect of entering foster 
care between 12-15 years of age.  
 Because of the decrease in graduation odds for foster youth through middle 
school, studies should be conducted to determine what characteristics are different in 
those children than children at other ages in terms of academic achievement and 
developing social and academic support structures. Studies could then be conducted to 
address the differences middle school foster youth experience.   
 Differences in graduation based on where children are placed also lend itself to 
more research. A comparison of academic achievement for foster youth in relative homes 
and non foster youth in relative homes could give insight on the effect of foster care 
placement and academic achievement. Examining foster family agency homes in terms of 
academic support may provide insights on why those homes have better odds of high 
school graduation.  
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 This study was significant in terms of determining if variables related to the foster 
care experience could predict high school graduation in foster youth. Gender, ethnicity, 
time in placement, type of placement and number of placements were all found to be 
significant predictors of high school graduation in foster youth. Each of these predictors 
gives rise to research providing insight on specific effects on academic achievement they 
have in isolation with other variables controlled for. Indeed, this study could be replicated 
with a matched case approach. Matching cases of graduates to non graduates would 
facilitate a closer examination of the effects of each predictor by controlling the effects of 
all other predictors. The prediction model developed in this study was able to correctly 
predict group membership in graduate and non graduate groups 66% of the time. Further 
studies examining variables not included in this study for example, family socio-
economic status and distance of foster care placements from home of removal may 
improve the prediction accuracy over the current model. Socioeconomic status might be 
an indicator of the school performance that a foster youth comes out of. In other words, a 
child entering foster care from parents that were paying for the child to be in private 
school may have better academic performance than a child that enters foster care from an 
economically disadvantaged underperforming school. Additionally, if a child is placed far 
away from the social supports they had outside of foster care, the inability to keep and 
foster those supports may have an impact on academic performance. 
 Special education findings in the current study suggest that a study identifying the 
specific disability criteria for the subjects with IEP’s in this study may yield statistical 
significance by disability criteria. With special education approaching significance in the 
current study (p=.07) a case analysis to determine disability criteria of the subjects in this 
177 
 
 
study could be critical in providing evidence for the need to collect more detailed special 
education data in future studies. Such a study may inform researchers on how to collect 
special education data in future studies for better understandings of specific effects of 
disability by category. 
 The findings in this study provide many areas for future research. Each predictor 
in the model raises questions to be addressed by continued study of the relationship 
between the foster care experience and high school graduation. As argued by some 
researchers (Merdinger et al., 2005) better understandings of the variables related to 
educational achievement for foster youth will improve program and service delivery for 
foster youths. 
Implications for Practice 
 The findings in this study provide some implications for practice and policy both 
in the realm of social work and in the realm of education. The current study has shown 
relationships between gender, ethnicity, time in placement, type of placements, number 
of placements, and entry age and high school graduation in foster youth.  
 Recent revisions in the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act (ESEA) made on time high school graduation the primary goal and overall 
achievement measure (Cohen, 2010). Findings in this study provide insight into the 
impact of the foster care experience on high school graduation in the foster youth 
population. Although policy makers have embraced concepts such as “placement 
stability” and “education rights” for foster youth, finding in this study can provide 
specific data to assist in contextualizing those ideas in terms of high school graduation. 
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 Assembly Bill 490 establishing educational rights for foster youths in California 
may need to be redefined to insure equity for foster youth in terms of education. Findings 
in the current study indicate that there are effects to high school graduation related to the 
foster care experience. AB 490 was legislated to “ensure access to the same opportunities 
to meet academic achievement standards to which all students are held” (Education , 
Foster Children, 2003 p. 22). This researcher asserts that legislation related to education 
and foster youth should provide more opportunities for foster youth to meet those same 
achievement standards with the state acting in loco parentis. For example, foster youth 
who are identified to have high risk for academic failure could be provided with 
additional academic monitoring such as through an educational liaison (Zetlin, 
Weinburg,& Kim, 2004). These students could also be provided additional academic 
support in a similar fashion that academic support is provided through the Individuals 
with Disabilities Act and section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act. In the light of the 
argument presented by Rosenfeld and Richmond (2002) in terms of the foster care 
experience being an educational risk factor in itself, it would not be far fetched to view 
foster care status as a disability criteria and provide educational supports and 
accommodations through a document similar to an Individual Education Plan or a 504 
plan for at risk foster youth. 
 Social work policy can also be aided by the findings of this study. Critical 
“tipping points” have been identified that affect high school graduation in foster youth. 
For example, according to the prediction model developed in this study, more than seven 
placements decreases log odds of graduation for foster youth. This understanding can act 
as a warning flag in terms of academic services provided to children who have 
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experienced more than seven placements. This same concept could be used to assess 
academic risk in foster youth. According to the prediction model, being male, Hispanic, 
having more than seven placements, entering care between12-15, and being in care for 
more than 10 years presents high risk for non graduation. As academic risk factors 
increased, academic interventions could also increase if needed. 
 Social work practice can be aided by the finding of this study. Social workers 
need to be cognizant of the age of a child being placed into foster care in terms of 
graduation likelihood. For middle school age foster youth, special attention to the other 
factors related to the foster care experience (i.e. type of placement, time in placement and 
number of placements) must be made to mitigate the effects of entering care during those 
years.   
 Attention should also be given to placing children in the least restrictive 
placements as possible, which will increase the odds of graduation. From the findings in 
this study, foster family agency home and relative home placements will increase the 
odds of graduation. Time in placement should be addressed. If a foster youth can get out 
of foster care within 10 years their odds of graduation increase. The number of 
placements should be addressed. Less than seven placements increase the odds of 
graduation. A clear understanding of the findings in this study will give social work and 
education professionals a set of parameters that can aid in improving academic 
achievement as measured by high school graduation for foster youth.  
Summary 
 Academic achievement in foster youth can be influenced by factors related to the 
foster care experience. The purpose of this study was to determine if gender, ethnicity, 
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time in placement, type of placement, number of placements, and special education status 
could predict high school graduation in foster youth. To conduct the study a group of 
foster youth that graduated from high school (n=390) was compared to a group of foster 
youth that did not graduate from high school (n-400). The theoretical construct this study 
is grounded in is the academic resiliency cycle theorized by Morales (2008).   
 Sample data were fit to a logistic regression prediction model on the independent 
variables of gender, ethnicity, time in placement, type of placement, number of 
placements, and special education status against the dependent variable of high school 
graduation. The seven research questions addressed in the study were (1)To what extent 
does gender predict a foster youth’s odds of graduating from high school in relationship 
to the variables of ethnicity, entry age, time in placement, type of placement, number of 
placements, and special education status?  (2)To what extent does ethnicity predict a 
foster youth’s odds of graduating from high school in relationship to the variables of 
gender, entry age, time in placement, type of placement, number of placements, and 
special education status? (3) To what extent does a student’s age when entering the foster 
care system predict the odds of a foster youth’s graduating from high school prior to 
emancipation in relationship to the variables of gender, ethnicity, time in placement, type 
of placements, number of placements and special education status? (4) To what extent 
does the amount of time a student is in foster care predict a foster youth’s odds of 
graduating from high school prior to emancipation in relationship to the variables of 
gender, ethnicity, entry age, type of placement, number of placements and special 
education status ? (5) To what extent does the type of foster care placement at 
emancipation predict a foster youth’s odds of graduating from high school in relationship 
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to the variables of gender, ethnicity, entry age, time in placement, number of placements 
and special education status? (6) To what extent does the number of foster care 
placements that a student experiences prior to emancipation predict a foster youth’s odds 
of graduating from high school in relationship to the variables of gender, ethnicity, time 
in placement, entry age, type of placement, and special education status? (7)To what 
extent does the status of receiving special education services predict the odds of a foster 
youth’s graduating from high school prior to emancipation in relationship to the variables 
of gender, ethnicity, entry age, time in placement, type of placement, and number of 
placements? Results indicated that the predicted logit of (GRADUATE) =-1.5682+ 
(0.3321)*FEMALE+ (0.4641)*ETHNOTHR+(-0. 4936)*ENTRY2+ (1.0464)*TYPE3+ 
(0.8549)*TYPE4+(1.0798)*TIME10>+ (0.3485)*PLACE7>.  
 There were 7 findings that addressed the research questions (1) Female gender 
increased a foster youth’s odds of graduation (39.38). Females were 1.3814 times more 
likely to graduate from high school than males. (2) Ethnicity other than Hispanic 
increased a foster youth’s odds of graduation (59.06). Non Hispanics were 1.5906 times 
more likely to graduate than Hispanics.(3)Entering foster care age 12-15 decreased a 
foster youth’s odd of graduation (-38.95). Children who entered care at age 12 to 15 
were .6105 times less likely to graduate than children who entered care at other ages.(4) 
Living in foster care for less than 10 years increases foster youth’s odds of graduation 
(194.40). Foster youth who were in care for less than 10 years were 2.9401 times more 
likely to graduate than youth who were in care for more than ten. (5) Placement in a 
foster family agency home increased a foster youth’s odds of graduation (184.74). Foster 
youth in foster family agency homes were 2.8474 times more likely to graduate than 
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foster youth in other placement types Placement in a relative home increased a foster 
youth’s odds of graduation (135.10). Foster youth in relative homes were 2.3510 times 
more likely to graduate than foster youth in other types of placements. (6) Having seven 
placements or less increased foster youth’s odds of graduation (41.69). Foster youth who 
had seven placements or less were 1.4169 times more likely to graduate than foster youth 
with more than seven placements. (7) Special education service was not a significant 
predictor of high school graduation at the .05 significance level. 
  There were some limitations to the results in the study. Phenomenological 
limitations such as the multidimensional nature of the phenomena of academic 
achievement in foster youth limited the results. Small groups within the sample limited 
inferences regarding those groups within the study. Statistical limitations based on the 
mathematical definitions used in statistical packages used in logistic regression were 
noted. Generalizability of the findings in this study was limited due to demographic 
differences between the sample and other populations of foster youth around the country. 
 Findings in the study supported findings in some studies and did not support 
findings in other studies.  Gender findings in the current study supported findings in 
Jones and Moses (1984) but did not support the findings of Burley and Halpurn (2001) in 
terms of female academic achievement. Ethnicity findings in this study did not support 
the findings of Burley and Halpurn (2001) or Merdinger et al. (2005) in terms of ethnicity 
and academic achievement. Entry age findings in this study supported entry age to foster 
care findings of Rosenfeld and Richmond (2003). Time in placement findings did not 
support the findings of Burley and Halpurn (2001) in terms of time in placement and 
academic achievement. Type of placement findings in this study supported the findings 
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of Mech and Fung in terms of placement restrictiveness and academic achievement. 
Number of placement findings in this study supported a large body of research related to 
placement change and academic achievement (Barth, 1990; Fanshel, Finch, & Grundy, 
1990; Geenen and Powers, 2006; Mc Millen & Tucker, 1999; Mech & Fung, 1999; 
Pecora et al., 2006; Rubin, O’Reilly, Luan, & Localio, 2007; Zimmerman, 1982). Special 
education findings in this study do not support the findings regarding special education 
and foster youth academic achievement (Geenen & Powers, 2006). 
 Results of this study have provided some conclusions for social work and 
educational researchers. First, it is certain that high school graduation in foster youth can 
be predicted with some level of accuracy based on variables related to the foster care 
experience. Second, understanding the effects of those variables can aid in assessing 
academic risk in foster youth. Third, the multidimensional nature of the phenomena of 
academic achievement in foster youth has not fully been explained. Lastly, the collection 
of more in depth educational data could give better insights into the phenomena. 
 This study provided many areas for future research. Larger national studies would 
give more generalizable data on the subject. More mixed method studies could assist in 
refining predictors of graduation in foster youth. Comparisons of foster and non foster 
youth using high school graduation as the measure of academic achievement could also 
provide insight into the phenomena. Studies identifying special education status by 
disability category could shed light on the impact of special education on foster youth 
graduation. 
 Findings in this study provide areas to improve social work and education policy 
and practices. Findings in this study can aid policy makers by providing insight into 
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foster youth and academic achievement. These insights could assist in forming legislation 
that would provide more academic services to foster youth based on risk to achievement. 
Social work practice could also be improved by a better understanding of the effects of 
the foster youth experience on high school graduation based how those factors affect 
graduation in terms of academic risk. 
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1. Background and Rationale 
 
 There are over one half of a million children served by the child welfare system in the United 
States (Lovitt, Emerson, & Sorenson, 2005). Of these children, between 30% and 50% receive special 
education services as compared with 12% of the general school population (Hunt & Marshall, 2002). The 
educational outcomes for this student population are bleak. Seventy-five percent of these children perform 
below grade level and fifty percent have been retained at least one grade level (Parrish et al., 2001). In 
addition, foster care children have higher rates of absenteeism, disciplinary referrals, and mid school 
changes. Kelly (2000), reports that foster care children in California attended an average of nine different 
schools by the age of 18. Between 37% and 80% of foster care children do not complete high school even 
after exiting the foster care system (Casey Family Programs, 2001).  
 The purpose of this study is to examine factors that may influence graduation rates for students in 
out-of-home placement. Given the low high school graduation rates for students in out of home placement, 
and the lack of empirical research exploring graduation rates for foster care students, a study examining this 
problem will add to the body of educational research related to student graduation factors. 
 
 
2. Description of Sample 
 
 This study will be conducted through a case analysis of 200 closed cases from the Department of 
Children and Family Services, Los Angeles County. The sample would be described as persons formerly in 
out of home placement where case was closed due to high school graduation or “aging out” of the foster 
care system. 
 
 
3. Recruitment Procedure 
  
 Consent to review closed DCFS cases will be obtained through completion of an external research 
request package approved by Dr Christopher Jarosz, Chief Research Analyst, Research Section, Bureau of 
Information Services, Department of Children and Family Services, Los Angeles County. Consent for 
review is predicated on IRB approval from USF. 
 
 
4. Subject Consent Process 
 
 This study does not require individual consent for case review since no” personally identifiable 
information” about the subjects will be collected under 20 U.S.C. 1232g (FERPA).  This research project 
complies with FERPA statute §99.31, Conditions where prior consent for release of information is not 
required. These conditions are: 
20 U.S.C. 1232g (5) (i) Disclosure is to state and local officials or authorized to whom this information is 
specifically- 
 (B) Allowed to be reported or disclosed pursuant to a state statute adapted after number 19, 1974 
subject to   the requirements of §99.31. 
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5. Procedures 
 
  This study will be conducted through a case analysis of 200 closed cases from the Department of 
Children and Family Services, Los Angeles County. In analyzing the cases the researcher will use a 
discriminant analysis function to classify cases into high school graduate and high school non-graduate 
classes from a set of factors gleaned from the case files. Additionally, the factors will be analyzed to 
determine whether or not they would accurately predict membership into two classes- graduates and non-
graduates. 
 
6. Potential Risk to Subjects 
  
This study has no potential risk to subjects as no personally identifiable information will be collected, and 
subject involvement is limited to closed case file review. 
 
7. Minimization of Potential Risk 
 
Coding sheets with case variables will be secured to limit any potential for loss of anonymity of case 
subjects through any attempts to match coding sheets to case files.  
  
8. Potential Benefit to Subjects 
 
Although there is no direct benefit to subjects in this study, results of the study will greatly benefit the 
Department of Children and Family Services in making educational decisions for their current clients. 
 
9. Costs to Subjects 
 
This study incurs no cost to subjects. 
 
10. Reimbursement/Compensation to Subjects 
 
This study has no reimbursement or compensation to subjects. 
 
11. Confidentiality of Records 
 
No records other than anonymous coding sheets will be collected from case file information. These coding 
sheets will be kept in a secure, locked file to prevent any attempts to match them with case files. 
 
 
 
 
                                  CLIFFORD A. STEWART JR 
   
Signature of Applicant                           
Date 3/10/2010 
                                   YVONNE BUI Ph.D  
Signature of Faculty Advisor                 
Date 3/10/2010 
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(APPENDIX D) R PROGRAMMING CODES 
 
 
 
library(MASS); library(Design)# need for stepwise and LRM 
   
 
# Pull the data from the converted EXCEL file 
dat<-read.csv("EducData.csv") 
 
# Remove if missing important information 
dat<-dat[-which(dat$FACILITY_TYPE==""),]  
# 10 individuals dropped because of invalid facility type. 
 
cols<-which(names(dat)%in% 
c("AGE","FACILITY_TYPE","IEP_STATUS","INITIAL_REMOVAL_AGE"))  
chk<-which(apply(is.na(dat[,cols]),1,sum)==0); dat<-dat[chk,]   
dat<-dat[chk,]  
 
ind<-which(is.na(dat$EPISODE_COUNT));dat$EPISODE_COUNT[ind]<-0 
ind<-
which(is.na(dat$PRIOR_PLMT_COUNT));dat$PRIOR_PLMT_COUNT[ind]<-0 
nPlac<-dat$EPISODE_COUNT+dat$PRIOR_PLMT_COUNT; 
 
dat$PRIOR_CASES[is.na(dat$PRIOR_CASES)]<-0 
#ind<-
which(is.na(dat$PRIOR_REF_COUNT));dat$PRIOR_REF_COUNT[ind]<-0; 
ind<-which(is.na(dat$PRIOR_CASES));dat$PRIOR_CASES[ind]<-0 
 
# Graduation Indicator - Response = (G)raduate or not (NG) 
grad<-as.numeric(dat$Dataset[chk]<=2) 
grad[which(grad==1)]<-"G";  grad[which(grad==0)]<-"NG" 
grad<-as.factor(grad); indGrad<-which(grad=="G") 
grad<-relevel(grad,"NG") 
Time<-dat$AGE-dat$INITIAL_REMOVAL_AGE 
 
 
attach(dat) 
Female<-GENDER=="F" 
# Make Dummies 
################################## 
lvls<-levels(ETHNICITY[,drop=1]) 
ln<-dim(dat)[1] 
OtherEthnicity<-ETHNICITY!=lvls[5] 
 
################################# 
lvls<-levels(FACILITY_TYPE[,drop=1]) 
Fac<-matrix(0,ln,4) 
Fac<-data.frame(Fac) 
j<-0 
for(i in c(1,2,6,7)){j<-j+1 
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 Fac[,j]<-FACILITY_TYPE==lvls[i] 
} 
names(Fac)<-c("Type_9","Type_3","Type_4","Type_5") 
attach(Fac) 
 
################################# 
#EntAgeU12<-INITIAL_REMOVAL_AGE<12 
 
Mn<-13; 
Mx<-15 
EntAge1<-INITIAL_REMOVAL_AGE<Mn 
EntAge2<-(INITIAL_REMOVAL_AGE>=Mn)&(INITIAL_REMOVAL_AGE<=Mx) 
EntAge3<-INITIAL_REMOVAL_AGE>Mx 
 
################################# 
durT<-floor((Time+1)/2) 
TimeLow<-durT<=4 
 
################################# 
numPlacT<-nPlac 
numPlacT[which(numPlacT>10)]<-10 
PlaceLow<-numPlacT<7 
 
#################################  
 
prevCases<-PRIOR_CASES>0 
 
################################# 
 
fN<-"Summaries_Logistic_Analysis_8_5.txt" 
#cat("Summary Tables for Logistic Regression: 
",file=fN,"\n","\n",append=F) 
cat("************************************************************
********************************","\n",file=fN,append=F) 
cat("************************************************************
********************************",file=fN,"\n","\n",append=T) 
 
################################################ 
# Run Logistic Regression Analysis 
################################################ 
cat("Summary of Logistic Regression",file=fN,"\n","\n",append=T) 
cat("************************************************************
********************************","\n",file=fN,append=T) 
cat("************************************************************
********************************",file=fN,"\n","\n",append=T) 
 
 
cat("FULL DATA MODEL ANALYSIS with DUMMY 
VARIABLES",file=fN,"\n","\n",append=T) 
 
glm1<-glm(grad~Female+IEP_STATUS+ 
 OtherEthnicity+EntAge1 +EntAge2 +EntAge3 + 
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 Type_3+Type_4+Type_5+Type_9+ 
 TimeLow+ 
 PlaceLow+ prevCases, 
 family=binomial) 
 
 
 
sink(fN,append=T); print(summary(glm1)); 
print(anova(glm1));  sink() 
 
cat("************************************************************
********************************",file=fN,"\n","\n",append=T) 
 
cat("STEPWISE USING AIC",file=fN,"\n","\n",append=T) 
 
sink(fN,append=T); 
stepglm <- stepAIC(glm1, trace = TRUE,direction="both") 
sink() 
 
 
 
lrmModel<-lrm(grad ~ Female+OtherEthnicity+EntAge2+Type_3+Type_4+ 
 TimeLow+PlaceLow ); 
 
 
sink(fN,append=T); 
lrmModel 
lrmModel$stats 
anova(lrmModel) 
sink() 
 
nms<-names(lrmModel$coefficients) 
ln1<-length(nms) 
 
P<-lrmModel$coefficients 
 
P[2:ln1]<-I(P[2:ln1]+P[1]) 
P<-exp(P) 
P<-P/(1+P) 
retMat<-data.frame(coefficient=lrmModel$coefficients[2:ln1], 
      PERCENT_ODDS_CHANGE=(I(exp(lrmModel$coefficients))[2:ln1]-
1)*100, 
 Marginal_Probabilities=P[2:ln1]) 
 
 
write.table(retMat, file = fN, append = T,quote=F,sep="\t") 
write.csv(retMat, file = "Percent_Odds_change.csv") 
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cat("Best Possible Scenario Using 
Model:",file=fN,"\n","\n",append=T) 
cat("Female; Type3; Entry 12- or 16+; Time<10yrs; Place<7; Not 
Hispanic",file=fN,"\n",append=T) 
 
cat("Probability of graduation:",file=fN,"\n",append=T) 
X<-exp(sum(lrmModel$coefficients[-4])) 
p<-X/(1+X) 
cat(p,file=fN,"\n","\n",append=T) 
 
 
cat("Worst Possible Scenario Using 
Model:",file=fN,"\n","\n",append=T) 
cat("Male; Type1,5,6,7,9 ; EntryAge 13-15; Time 10+; Place >=7; 
Hispanic",file=fN,"\n",append=T) 
 
cat("Probability of graduation:",file=fN,"\n",append=T) 
X<-exp(sum(lrmModel$coefficients[c(1,4)])) 
p<-X/(1+X) 
cat(p,file=fN,"\n","\n",append=T) 
 
 
########################################################### 
# Leave-one-out Cross Validation 
# Remove one observation at a time, fit the model then get the 
probability  
# of correctness. 
########################################################### 
 
ln<-length(grad) 
predVals<-rep(0,ln) 
 
for(i in 1:(ln-1)){ 
 tmpMod<-lrm(grad[-i] ~ Female[-i]  + Type_3[-i]  + Type_4[-
i] +  
  OtherEthnicity[-i]+EntAge2[-i]+TimeLow[-i]+  
  PlaceLow[-i])   
 
 t<-data.frame(Female[-(i+1)], Type_3[-(i+1)], Type_4[-
(i+1)], 
  OtherEthnicity[-(i+1)],EntAge2[-(i+1)], 
  TimeLow[-(i+1)],PlaceLow[-(i+1)]) 
 
 predVals[i]<-predict(tmpMod,t,type='fitted')[i] 
} 
 
 
tmpMod<-lrm(grad[-ln] ~  Female[-ln]  + Type_3[-ln]  + Type_4[-
ln] +  
  OtherEthnicity[-ln]+EntAge2[-ln]+TimeLow[-ln]+  
  PlaceLow[-ln]); 
 
204 
 
 
t<-data.frame(Female[-1], Type_3[-1], Type_4[-1], 
OtherEthnicity[-1], 
  EntAge2[-1],TimeLow[-1],PlaceLow[-1]) 
 
 
 
 
G<-as.numeric(dat$Dataset<3) 
# predVals[ln]<-predict(tmpMod,t,type='fitted')[(ln-1)] 
 
CV1<-table(round(predVals),dat$Dataset<3) 
 
cat("Cross Validation Results:",file=fN,"\n",append=T) 
write.table(CV1, file = fN, append = T,quote=F,sep="\t") 
 
cat("Overall Prediction Accuracy:",file=fN,"\n",append=T) 
cat(mean(round(predVals)==G),file=fN,"\n",append=T) 
 
 
cat("\n","\n","***************************************",file=fN,"
\n",append=T) 
cat("Model with IEP:",file=fN,"\n",append=T) 
 
lrmModelIEP<-lrm(grad ~ 
IEP_STATUS+Female+OtherEthnicity+EntAge2+Type_3+ 
 Type_4+TimeLow+PlaceLow ); 
 
 
sink(fN,append=T); 
lrmModelIEP 
sink() 
cat("Odds Ratio Sensitivity to IEP_STATUS",file=fN,"\n",append=T) 
P<-exp(sum(lrmModelIEP$coefficients[1:2])) 
 
P<-P/(1+P) 
cat("Probability of Graduation:",file=fN,"\n",append=T) 
cat(P,file=fN,"\n",append=T) 
 
cat("Odds Ratio:",file=fN,"\n",append=T) 
cat((exp(lrmModelIEP$coefficients[2])-1),file=fN,"\n",append=T) 
 
 
 
################################# 
# Create Data Table: 
################################# 
RET<-
data.frame(dat$Dataset[chk]<=2,Female,IEP_STATUS,OtherEthnicity,E
ntAge1, 
 EntAge2,EntAge3, 
 Type_3,Type_4, TimeLow, PlaceLow, prevCases) 
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write.csv(RET,file="FilteredData_positive.csv",row.names=F) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
